
        
            
                
            
        

    



	Alternating Currents







	Frederik Pohl



	Penguin Books (1955)



	




	Rating:
	***  



	Tags:
	Science Fiction










Alternating Currents is a collection of science fiction stories by Frederik Pohl:  
"Happy Birthday, Dear Jesus" - Alternating Currents '56
"The Ghost Maker" - Beyond Fantasy Fiction Jan. '54
"Let the Ants Try" - Planet Stories '49
"Pythias" - Galaxy Science Fiction Feb. '55
"The Mapmakers" - Galaxy Science Fiction July '55
"Rafferty’s Reasons" - Fantastic Universe Oct. '55
"Target One" - Galaxy Science Fiction April '55
"Grandy Devil" - Galaxy Science Fiction June '55
"The Tunnel Under the World" - Galaxy Science Fiction Jan. '55
"What to Do Until the Analyst Comes (Everybody’s Happy But Me!)" - Imagination Feb. '56 as "What to Do Till the Analyst Comes"




	

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Alternating Currents

	 

	Frederik Pohl

	 

	[image: Image]

	No copyright [image: Image] 2013 by MadMaxAU eBooks

	 

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	 

	CONTENTS

	 

	 

	The Children of Night

	 

	The Ghost-Maker

	 

	Let the Ants Try

	 

	Pythias

	 

	The Mapmakers

	 

	Rafferty’s Reasons

	 

	Target One

	 

	Grandy Devil

	 

	The Tunnel Under the World

	 

	What To Do Until the Analyst Comes

	 

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The Children of Night

	 

	 

	 

	 

	1

	 

	‘We met before,’ I told Haber. ‘In 1988, when you were running the Des Moines office.’

	 

	He beamed and held out his hand. ‘Why, darn it, so we did! I remember now, Odin.’

	 

	‘I don’t like to be called Odin.’

	 

	‘No? All right. Mr Gunnarsen—’

	 

	‘Not “Mr Gunnarsen” either. Just “Gunner”.’

	 

	‘That’s right, Gunner; I’d almost forgotten.’

	 

	I said, ‘No, you hadn’t forgotten. You never knew my name in Des Moines. You didn’t even know I was alive, because you were too busy losing the state for our client. I pulled you out of that one, just like I’m going to pull you out now.’

	 

	The smile was a little cracked, but Haber had been with the company a long time and he wasn’t going to let me throw him. ‘What do you want me to say, Gunner? I’m grateful. Believe me, boy, I know I need help—’

	 

	‘And I’m not your boy. Haber, you were a fat cat then, and you’re a fat cat now. All I want from you is, first, a quick look around the shop here and, second, a conference of all department heads, including you, in thirty minutes. So tell your secretary to round them up, and let’s get started on the sightseeing.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Coming in to Belport on the scatjet I had made a list of things to do. The top item was:

	 

	1. Fire Haber.

	 

	Still, in my experience that isn’t always the best way to put out a fire. Some warts you remove, some you just let wither away in obscurity. I am not paid by M&B to perform cosmetic surgery on their Habers, only to see that the work the Habers should have done gets accomplished.

	 

	As a public-relations branch manager he was a wart, but as a tourist guide he was fine, although he was perspiring. He led me all around the shop. He had taken a storefront on one of the main shopping malls, air-curtain door, windows draped tastefully in grey silk. It looked like the best of four funeral parlours in a run-down neighbourhood. In gilt letters on the window was the name of the game:

	 

	MOULTRIE AND BIGELOW

	Public Relations

	Northern Lake State Division

	T. Wilson Haber, Division

	Manager

	 

	‘Public relations,’ he informed me, ‘starts at home. They know we’re here, eh, Gunner?’

	 

	‘Reminds me of the Iowa office,’ I said, and he stumbled where there wasn’t even a sill. That was the presidential campaign of ‘88, where Haber had been trying to carry the state for the candidate who had retained us, and those twelve electoral votes came over at the last minute only because we sent Haber to Nassau to rest and I took over from him. I believe Haber’s wife had owned stock in the company.

	 

	His Belport layout was pretty good at that, though. Four pry booths, each with a Simplex 9090 and an operator-receptionist in the donor’s waiting room. You can’t tell from appearances, but the donors who were waiting for their interrogation looked like a good representative sample - a good mixture of sexes, ages, conditions of affluence - and with proper attention to weighing he should at least be getting a fair survey of opinions. Integration of the pry-scores was in a readout station in back - I recognized one of the programmers and nodded to him: good man - along with telefax equipment to the major research sources, the Britannica, Library of Congress, newswire services and so on. From the integration room the readout operator could construct a speech, a 3-V commercial, a space ad or anything else, with the research lines to feed him any data he needed, and test its appeal on his subjects. In the front of the building was a taping booth and studio. Everything was small and semi-portable, but good stuff. You could put together a 3-V interview or edit one as well here as you could on the lot in the Home Office.

	 

	‘An A-Number One setup, right, Gunner?’ said Haber. ‘Set it up myself to do the job.’

	 

	I said, ‘Then why aren’t you doing it?’ He tightened up. The eyes looked smaller and more intelligent, but he didn’t say anything directly. He took my elbow and turned me to the data-processing room.

	 

	‘Want you to meet someone,’ he said, opened the door, led me inside and left me.

	 

	A tall, slim girl looked up from a typer. ‘Why, hello, Gunner,’ she said. ‘It’s been a long time.’

	 

	I said, ‘Hello, Candace.’

	 

	Apparently Haber was not quite such a fat cat as he had seemed, for he had clearly found out a little something about my personal life before I showed up in his office. The rest of the list I had scribbled down in the scatjet was:

	 

	2.  Need ‘big lie’.

	 

	3.   Investigate Children.

	 

	4.  Investigate opponents’ proposition.

	 

	5.  Marry Candace Harmon?

	 

	This was a relatively small job for Moultrie & Bigelow, but it was for a very, very big account. It was important to win it. The client was the Arcturan Confederacy.

	 

	In the shop the word was that they had been turned down by three or four other PR agencies before we took them on. Nobody said why, exactly, but the reason was perfectly clear. It was just because they were the Arcturan Confederacy. There is nothing in any way illegal or immoral about a public-relations firm representing a foreign account. That is a matter of statute - as most people don’t take the trouble to know: the Smich-Macchioni Act of ‘71. And the courts held that it applied to extra-planetary ‘foreigners’ as well as to Terrestrials in 1985, back when the only ‘intelligent aliens’ were the mummies on Mars. Not that the mummies had ever hired anybody on Earth to do anything for them. But it was Moultrie & Bigelow’s law department that sued for the declaratory judgement, as a matter of fact. Just on the off chance. That’s how M&B operates.

	 

	Any public-relations man takes on the colour of his clients in the eyes of some people. That’s the nature of the beast. The same people wouldn’t think of blaming a surgeon because he dissolved a malignancy out of Public Enemy No 1, or even a lawyer for defending him. But when you are in charge of a client’s emotional image, and that image isn’t liked, some of the dislike rubs off on you.

	 

	At M&B there is enough in the paycheque at the end of every month so that we don’t mind that. M&B has a reputation for taking on the tough ones - the only surviving American cigarette manufacturer is ours. So is the exiled Castroite government of Cuba, that still thinks it might one day get the State Department to back up its claim for paying off on the bonds it printed for itself. However, for two reasons - as a simple matter of making things easy for ourselves; and because it’s better doctrine - we don’t flaunt our connexion with the unpopular clients. Especially when the job is going badly. One of the surest ways to get a bad public response to PR is to let the public know that some hotshot PR outfit is working on it.

	 

	So every last thing Haber had done was wrong.

	 

	In this town, it was too late for pry booths and M/R.

	 

	I had just five minutes left before the conference, and I spent it in the pry-booth section anyhow. I noticed a tri-D display of our client’s home planet in the reception room, where donors were sitting and waiting their turn. It was very attractive: the wide, calm seas with the vertical air-mount islets jutting out at intervals.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I turned around and walked out fast, boiling mad.

	 

	A layman might not have seen just how many ways Haber had found to go wrong. The whole pry-booth project was probably a mistake anyway. To begin with, to get any good out of pry booths you need depth interviews, way deep-down M/R stuff. And for that you need paid donors, lots of them. And to get them you have to have a panel to pick from.

	 

	That means advertising in the papers and on the nets and interviewing twenty people for every one you hire. To get a satisfactory sample in a town the size of Belport you need to hire maybe fifty donors. And that means talking to a thousand people, every one of whom will go home and talk to his wife or her mother or their neighbours.

	 

	In a city like Chicago or Saskatoon you can get away with it. With good technique the donor never really knows what he’s being interviewed for, although of course a good newspaperman or private eye can interview a couple of donors and work backward from the sense-impulse stimuli with pretty fair accuracy. But not in Belport, not when we never had a branch here before, not when every living soul in town knew what we were doing because the rezoning ordinance was Topic One over every coffee table. In short, we had tipped our hand completely.

	 

	As I say, an amateur might not have spotted that. But Haber was not supposed to be an amateur.

	 

	I had just seen the trend-charts, too. The referendum on granting rezoning privileges to our client was going to a vote in less than two weeks. When Haber had opened the branch, sampling showed that it would fail by a four to three vote. Now, a month and a half later, he had worsened the percentage to three to two and going downhill all the way.

	 

	Our client would be extremely unhappy - probably was unhappy already, if they had managed to puzzle out the queer terrestrial progress reports we had been sending them.

	 

	And this was the kind of client that a flackery didn’t want to have unhappy. I mean, all the others were little-league stuff in comparison. The Arcturan Confederacy was a culture as wealthy and as powerful as all Earth governments combined, and as Arcturans don’t bother with nonsense like national governments or private enterprise, at least not in any way that makes sense to us, this one client was—

	 

	As big as every other possible client combined.

	 

	They were the ones who decided they needed this base in Belport, and it was up to M&B - and specifically to me, Odin Gunnarsen - to see that they got it.

	 

	It was too bad that they had been fighting Earth six months earlier.

	 

	In fact, in a technical sense we were still at war. It was only armistice, not a peace, that had called off the H-bomb raids and the fleet engagements.

	 

	Like I say. M&B takes on the tough ones!

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Besides Haber, four of the staff looked as though they knew which end was up. Candace Harmon, the pry-integration programmer and two very junior TAs. I took the head chair at the conference table without waiting to see where Haber would want to sit and said, ‘We’ll make this fast, because we’re in trouble here and we don’t have time to be polite. You’re Percy?’ That was the programmer; he nodded. ‘And I didn’t catch your name?’ I said, turning to the next along the table. It was the copy chief, a lanky shave-headed oldster named Tracy Spockman. His assistant, one of the TAs I had had my eye on, turned out to be named Manny Brock.

	 

	I had picked easy jobs for all the deadheads, reserving the smart ones for whatever might turn up, so I started with the copy chief. ‘Spockman, we’re opening an Arcturan purchasing agency and you’re it. You should be able to handle this one; if I remember correctly, you ran the Duluth shop for a year.’

	 

	He sucked on a cal pipe without expression. Well, thanks, Mr Gun—’

	 

	‘Just Gunner.’

	 

	‘Well, thanks, but as copy chief—’

	 

	‘Manny here should be able to take care of that, if I remember the way you ran the Duluth operation, you’ve probably got things set up so he can step right in.’ And so he probably did. At least, it surely would do no real harm to give somebody else a chance at lousing things up. I handed Spockman the ‘positions wanted’ page from the paper I’d picked up at the scatport and a scrawled list of notes I’d made up on the way in. ‘Hire these girls I’ve marked for your staff, rent an office and get some letters out. You’ll see what I want from the list. Letters to every real estate dealer in town, asking them if they can put together a five thousand acre parcel in the area covered by the zoning referendum. Letter to every general contractor, asking for bids on buildings. Make it separate bids on each - I think there’ll be five buildings altogether. One exoclimatized - so get the air-conditioning, heating, and plumbing contractors to bid, too. Letter to every food wholesaler and major grocery outlet asking if they are interested in bidding on supplying Arcturans with food. Fax Chicago for what the Arcturans fancy, I don’t remember - no meat, I think, but a lot of green vegetables - anyway, find out and include the data in the letters. Electronics manufacturers, office equipment dealers, car and truck agencies - well, the whole list is on that piece of paper. I want every businessman in Belport starting to figure out by tomorrow morning how much profit he might make on an Arcturan base. Got it?’

	 

	‘I think so, Mr - Gunner. I was thinking. How about stationery suppliers, attornies, CPAs?’

	 

	‘Don’t ask, do it. Now, you down at the end there—’

	 

	‘Henry Dane, Gunner.’

	 

	‘Henry, what about club outlets in Belport? I mean specialized groups. The Arcturans are hot for navigation, sailing, like that; see what you can do with the motorboat clubs and so on. I noticed in the paper that there’s a flower show at the Armory next Saturday. It’s pretty late, but squeeze in a speaker on Arcturan fungi. We’ll fly in a display. They tell me Arcturans are hot gardeners when they’re home - love all the biological sciences - nice folks, like to dabble.’ I hesitated and looked at my notes. ‘I have something down here about veterans’ groups, but I haven’t got the handle for it. Still, if you can think of an angle, let me know - what’s the matter?’

	 

	He was looking doubtful. ‘It’s only that I don’t want to conflict with Candy, Gunner.’

	 

	And so, of course, I had to face up to things and turn to Candace Harmon. ‘What’s that, honey?’ I asked.

	 

	‘I think Henry means my Arcturan-American Friendship League.’ It turned out that that had been one of Haber’s proudest ideas. I wasn’t surprised. After several weeks and about three thousand dollars it had worked up to a total of forty-one members. How many of those were employees of the M&B branch? ‘Well, all but eight,’ Candace admitted at once. She wasn’t smiling, but she was amused.

	 

	‘Don’t worry about it,’ I advised Henry Dane. ‘We’re folding the Arcturan-American Friendship League anyway. Candace won’t have time for it. She’ll be working with me.’

	 

	‘Why, fine, Gunner,’ she said. ‘Doing what?’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I almost did marry Candace one time, and every once in a while since I have wished I hadn’t backed away. A very good thing was Candace Harmon.

	 

	‘Doing,’ I said, ‘what Gunner says for you to do. Let’s see. First thing, I’ve got five hundred Arcturan domestic animals coming in tomorrow. I haven’t seen them, but they tell me they’re cute, look like kittens, are pretty durable. Figure out some way of getting them distributed fast - maybe a pet shop will sell them for fifty cents each.’ 

	 

	Haber protested, ‘My dear Gunner! The freight alone—’ 

	 

	‘Sure, Haber, they cost about forty dollars apiece just to get them here. Any other questions like that? No? That’s good. I want one in each of five hundred homes by the end of the week, and if I had to pay a hundred dollars to each customer to take them, I’d pay. Next: I want somebody to find me a veteran, preferably disabled, preferably who was actually involved in the bombing of the home planet—’

	 

	I laid out a dozen more working lines, an art show of the Arcturan bas-relief stuff that was partly to look at but mostly to feel, a 3-V panel show on Arcturus that we could plant... the whole routine. None of it would do the job, but all of it would help until I got my bearings. Then I got down to business. ‘What’s the name of this fellow that’s running for councilman, Connick?’

	 

	‘That’s right,’ said Haber.

	 

	‘What’ve you got on him?’ I asked.

	 

	I turned to Candace, who said promptly, ‘Forty-one years old, Methodist, married, three kids of his own plus one of the casualties, ran for State Senate last year and lost, but he carried Belport, running opposed to the referendum this year, very big in Junior Chamber of Commerce and VFW—’

	 

	‘No. What’ve you got on him?’ I persisted.

	 

	Candace said slowly, ‘Gunner, look. This is a nice guy.’

	 

	‘Why, I know that, honey. I read his piece in the paper today. So now tell me the dirt that he can’t afford to have come out.’

	 

	‘It wouldn’t be fair to destroy him for nothing!’

	 

	I brushed aside the ‘fair’ business. ‘What do you mean, “for nothing”?’

	 

	‘We’re not going to win this referendum, you know.’

	 

	‘Honey, I’ve got news for you. This is the biggest account anybody ever had and I want it. We will win. What’ve you got on Connick?’

	 

	‘Nothing. Really nothing,’ she said quietly.

	 

	‘But you can get it.’

	 

	Candace said, visibly upset, ‘Of course, there’s probably some—’

	 

	‘Of course. Get it. Today.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	2

	 

	But I wasn’t relying totally on anyone, not even Candace. Since Connick was the central figure of the opposition I caught a cab and went to see him.

	 

	It was already dark, a cold, clear night, and over the mushroom towers of the business district a quarter-moon was beginning to rise. I looked at it almost with affection, I had hated it so when I was there.

	 

	As I paid the cab two kids in snowsuits came sidling out to inspect me. I said, ‘Hello. Is your Daddy home?’

	 

	One was about five, with freckles and bright blue eyes; the other was darker, brown-eyed, and he had a limp. The blue-eyed one said, ‘Daddy’s down in the cellar. Mommy will let you in if you ring the doorbell. Just push that button.’

	 

	‘Oh, that’s how those things work. Thanks.’ Connick’s wife turned out to be a good-looking, skinny blonde in her thirties; and the kids must have raced around the back way and alerted the old man, because as she was taking my coat he was already coming through the hall.

	 

	I shook his hand and said, ‘I can tell by the smells from your kitchen that it’s dinner time. I won’t keep you. My name is Gunnarsen and—’

	 

	‘And you’re from Moultrie & Bigelow - here, sit down, Mr Gunnarsen - and you want to know if I won’t think it over and back the Arcturan base. No, Mr Gunnarsen, I won’t. But why don’t you have a drink with me before dinner? And then why don’t you have dinner?’

	 

	He was a genuine article, this Connick. I had to admit he had caught me off balance.

	 

	‘Why, I don’t mind if I do,’ I said after a moment. ‘I see you know why I’m here.’

	 

	He was pouring drinks. ‘Well, not altogether, Mr Gunnarsen. You don’t really think you’ll change my mind, do you?’

	 

	‘I can’t say that until I know why you oppose the base in the first place, Connick. That’s what I want to find out.’

	 

	He handed me a drink, sat down across from me and took a thoughtful pull at his own. It was good Scotch. Then he looked to see if the kids were within earshot, and said: ‘The thing is this, Mr Gunnarsen. If I could, I would kill every Arcturan alive, and if it meant I had to accept the death of a few million Earthmen to do it, that wouldn’t be too high a price. I don’t want the base here because I don’t want anything to do with those murdering animals.’

	 

	‘Well, you’re candid,’ I said; finished my drink, and added, ‘If you meant that invitation to dinner, I believe I will take you up on it.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I must say they were a nice family. I’ve worked elections before: Connick was a good candidate because he was a good man. The way his kids behaved around him proved it; and the way he behaved around me was the clincher. I didn’t scare him a bit.

	 

	Of course, that was not altogether bad, from my point of view.

	 

	Connick kept the conversation off Topic A during dinner, which was all right with me, but as soon as it was over and we were alone he said, ‘All right. You can make your pitch now, Mr Gunnarsen. Although I don’t know why you’re here instead of with Tom Schlitz.’

	 

	Schlitz was the man he was running against. I said, ‘You don’t know this business, I guess. What do we need him for? He’s already committed on our side.’

	 

	‘And I’m already committed against you, but I guess that’s what you’re hoping to change. Well, what’s your offer?’

	 

	He was moving too fast for me. I pretended to misunderstand. ‘Really, Mr Connick, I wouldn’t insult you by offering a bribe—’

	 

	‘No, I know you wouldn’t. Because you’re smart enough to know I wouldn’t take money. So it isn’t money. What is it, then? Moultrie & Bigelow working for me instead of Schlitz in the election? That’s a pretty good offer, but the price is too high. I won’t pay it.’

	 

	‘Well,’ I said, ‘as a matter of fact, we would be willing—’

	 

	‘Yes, I thought so. No deal. Anyway, do you really think I need help to get elected?’

	 

	That was a good point, I was forced to admit. I conceded, ‘No, not if everything else was equal. You’re way ahead right now, as your surveys and ours both show. But everything else isn’t equal.’

	 

	‘By which you mean that you’re going to help old Slits-and-Fits. All right, that makes it a horse race.’

	 

	I held up my glass and he refilled it. I said, ‘Mr Connick, I told you once you didn’t know this business. You don’t. It isn’t a horse race because you can’t win against us.’

	 

	‘I can sure give it the hell of a try, though. Anyway -’ he finished his own drink thoughtfully - ‘you brainwashers are a little bit fat, I think. Everybody knows how powerful you are, and you haven’t really had to show it much lately. I wonder if the emperor’s really running around naked.’

	 

	‘Oh, no, Mr Connick. Best dressed emperor you ever saw, take my word for it.’

	 

	He said, frowning a little bit, ‘I think I’ll have to find out for myself. Anyway, frankly, I think people’s minds are made up and you can’t change them.’

	 

	‘We don’t have to,’ I said. ‘Don’t you know why people vote the way they do, Connick? They don’t vote their “minds”. They vote attitudes and they vote impulses. Frankly, I’d rather work on your side than against you. Schlitz would be easy to beat. He’s Jewish.’

	 

	Connick said angrily, ‘There’s none of that in Belport, man.’

	 

	‘Of anti-semitism, you mean. Of course not. But if one candidate is Jewish, and if it turns up that fifteen years ago he tried to square a parking ticket - and there’s always something that turns up, Connick, believe me - then they’ll vote against him for fixing parking tickets. That’s what I mean by “attitudes”. Your voter - oh, not all of them; but enough to swing any election - goes into the booth pulled this way and that. We don’t have to change his mind. We just have to help him decide which part of it to operate on.’ I let him refill my glass, and took a pull at it. I was aware that I was beginning to feel the effects. ‘Take you, Connick,’ I said. ‘Suppose you’re a Democrat and you go in to cast your vote. We know how you’re going to vote for president, right? You’re going to vote for the Democratic candidate.’

	 

	Connick said, not unbending much, ‘Not necessarily. But probably.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	‘Not necessarily, right. And why not necessarily? Because maybe you know this fellow who’s running on the Democratic ticket - or maybe somebody you know has a grudge against him, couldn’t get the postmaster’s job he wanted, or ran against his delegates for the convention. Point is, you have something against him just because your first instinct is for him. So how do you vote? Whichever way happens to get dominance at the moment of voting. Not at any other moment. Not as a matter of principle. But right then. No, we don’t have to change any minds ... because most people don’t have enough mind to change!’

	 

	He stood up and absentmindedly filled his own glass - I wasn’t the only one who was beginning to feel the liquor. ‘I’d hate to be you,’ he said, half to himself.

	 

	‘Oh, it’s not bad.’

	 

	He shook his head, then recollected himself and said, ‘Well, thanks for the lesson. I didn’t know. But I’ll tell you one thing you’ll never do. You’ll never get me to vote on the Arcturan side on any question.’

	 

	I sneered, ‘There’s an open mind for you! Leader of the people! Takes an objective look at every question!’

	 

	‘All right, I’m not objective. They stink.’

	 

	‘Race prejudice, Connick?’

	 

	‘Oh, don’t be a fool.’

	 

	‘There is,’ I said, ‘an Arcturan aroma. They can’t help it.’

	 

	‘I didn’t say “smell”. I said “stink”. I don’t want them in this town and neither does anybody else. Not even Schlitz.’

	 

	‘You don’t have to ever see them. They don’t like Earth climate, you know. Too hot for them. Too much air. Why, Connick,’ I said, ‘I’ll bet you a hundred bucks you won’t set eyes on an Arcturan for at least a year, not until the base is built and staffed. And then I doubt they’ll bother to— What’s the matter?’

	 

	He was looking at me as though I were an idiot, and I almost began to think I was.

	 

	‘Why,’ he said, again in that tone that was more to himself than to me, ‘I guess I’ve been overrating you. You think you’re God, so I’ve been accepting your own valuation.’

	 

	‘What do you mean?’

	 

	‘Inexcusably bad staff work, Mr Gunnarsen,’ he said, nodding judgematically. ‘It ought to make me feel good. But you know, it doesn’t. It scares me. With the kind of power you throw around, you should always be right.’

	 

	‘Spit it out!’

	 

	‘It’s just that you lose your bet. Didn’t you know there’s an Arcturan in town right now?’

	 

	~ * ~
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	When I got back to the car the phone was buzzing and the ‘Message Recorded’ light blinked at me. The message was from Candace:

	 

	‘Gunner, a Truce Team has checked into the Statler-Bills to supervise the election and get this. One of them’s an Arcturan!’

	 

	The staff work wasn’t so bad, after all, just unpardonably slow. But there wasn’t much comfort in that.

	 

	I called the hotel and was connected with one of the Truce Team staff - the best the hotel would do for me. The staff man was a colonel who said, ‘Yes, Mr Knafti is aware of your work here and specifically does not wish to see you. This is a Truce Team, Mr Gunnarsen. Do you know what that means, exactly?’

	 

	And he hung up on me. Well, I did know what it meant -strictly hands-off, all the way - I simply hadn’t known that they would interpret it that rigidly.

	 

	It was a kick in the eye, any way I looked at it. Because it made me look like a fool in front of Connick, when I kind of wanted him scared of me. Because Arcturans do, after all, stink - not good public relations at all, when your product smells like well-rotted garlic buds a few hundred feet away. I didn’t want the voters smelling them.

	 

	And most of all because of the inference that I was sure any red-blooded, stubborn-minded, confused voter would draw. Jeez, Sam, you hear about that Arcturan coming to spy on us? Yeah, Charley, the damn bugs are practically accusing us of rigging the election. Damn right, Sam, and you know what else? They stink, Sam.

	 

	Half an hour later I got a direct call from Haber. ‘Gunner, boy! Good God! Oh, this is the reeking end!’

	 

	I said, ‘It sounds to me like you’ve found out about the Arcturan on the Truce Team.’

	 

	‘You know? And you didn’t tell me?’

	 

	Well, I had been about to ream him for not telling me, but obviously that wasn’t going to do any good. I tried anyway, but he fell back on his fat ignorance. ‘They didn’t clue me in from Chicago. Can I help that? Be fair now, Gunner, boy!1’

	 

	Gunner boy very fairly hung up.

	 

	I was beginning to feel very sleepy. For a moment I debated taking a brisk-up pill, but the mild buzz Connick’s liquor had left with me was pleasant enough, and besides it was getting late. I went to the hotel Candace had reserved for me and crawled into bed.

	 

	It only took me a few minutes to fall asleep, but I was faintly aware of an odour. It was the same hotel the Truce Team was staying at.

	 

	I couldn’t really be smelling this Arcturan, Knafti. It was just my imagination. That’s what I told myself as I dialled for sleep and drifted off.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The pillow-phone hummed and Candace’s voice said out of it, ‘Wake up and get decent, Gunner, I’m coming up.’

	 

	I managed to sit up, shook my head and took a few whiffs of amphetamide. As always, it woke me right up, but at the usual price of feeling that I hadn’t had quite enough sleep. Still, I got into a robe and was in the bathroom fixing breakfast when she knocked on the door. ‘It’s open,’ I called. Want some coffee?’

	 

	‘Sure Gunner.’ She came and stood in the doorway, watching me turn the Hilsch squirt to full boil and fill two cups. I spooned dry coffee into them and turned the squirt to cold. ‘Orange juice?’ She took the coffee and shook her head, so I just mixed one glass, swallowed it down, tossed the glass in the disposal hamper and took the coffee into the other room. The bed had stripped itself already: it was now a couch, and I leaned back on it, drinking my coffee. ‘All right, honey,’ I said, ‘What’s the dirt on Connick?’

	 

	She hesitated, then opened her bag and took out a photofax and handed it to me. It was a reproduction of an old steel-engraving headed, in antique script, The Army of the United States, and it said,

	 

	Be it known to all men that

	DANIEL T. CONNICK

	ASIN Aj-32880515

	 

	has this date been separated from the service of the United States for the convenience of the government; and

	 

	Be it further known to all men that the conditions of his discharge are

	 

	DISHONOURABLE

	 

	‘Well, what do you know,’ I said. *You see, honey? There’s always something.’

	 

	Candace finished her coffee, set the cup down neatly on a windowsill and took out a cigarette. That was like her: she always did one thing at a time, an orderly sort of mind that I couldn’t match - and couldn’t stand, either. Undoubtedly she knew what I was thinking because undoubtedly she was thinking it too; but there wasn’t any nostalgia in her voice when she said: ‘You went and saw him last night, didn’t you? ... And you’re still going to knife him?’

	 

	I said, ‘I’m going to see that he is defeated in the election, yes. That’s what they pay me for. Me and some others.’

	 

	‘No, Gunner,’ she said, ‘that’s not what M&B pay me for, if that’s what you mean, because there isn’t that much money.’

	 

	I got up and went over beside her. ‘More coffee? No? Well, I guess I don’t want any either. Honey—’

	 

	Candace stood up and crossed the room, sitting in a straight-backed chair. ‘You wake up all of a sudden, don’t you? Don’t change the subject. We were talking about—’

	 

	‘We were talking,’ I told her, ‘about a job that we’re paid to do. All right, you’ve done one part of it for me, you got me what I wanted on Connick.’

	 

	I stopped, because she was shaking her head. ‘I’m not so sure I did.’

	 

	‘How’s that?’

	 

	‘Well, it’s not on the fax, but I know why he got his DD. “Desertion of hazardous duty.” On the Moon, in the UN Space Force. The year was 1998.’

	 

	I nodded, because I understood what she was talking about. Connick wasn’t the only one. Half the Space Force had cracked up that year. November. A heavy Leonid strike of meteorites and a solar flare at the same time. The Space Force top brass had decided they had to crack down and asked the US Army to court-martial every soldier who cut and ran for an underground shelter, and the Army had felt obliged to comply. ‘But most of them got presidential clemency,’ I said. ‘He didn’t?’

	 

	Candace shook her head. ‘He didn’t apply.’

	 

	‘Um. Well, it’s still on record.’ I dismissed the subject. ‘Something else. What about these Children ?’

	 

	Candace put out her cigarette and stood up. ‘Why I’m here, Gunner. It was on your list. So - get dressed.’

	 

	‘For what?’

	 

	She grinned. Tor my peace of mind, for one thing. Also for investigating the Children, like you say. I’ve made you an appointment at the hospital in fifty-five minutes.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	You have to remember that I didn’t know anything about the Children except rumours. Bless Haber, he hadn’t thought it necessary to explain. And Candace only said, ‘Wait till we get to the hospital. You’ll see for yourself.’

	 

	Donnegan General was seven storeys of cream-coloured ceramic brick, air-controlled, wall-lighted throughout, tiny asepsis lamps sparkling blue where the ventilation ducts opened. Candace parked the car in an underground garage and led me to an elevator, then to a waiting room. She seemed to know her way around very well. She glanced at her watch, told me we were a couple of minutes early and pointed to a routing map that was mural with coloured lights showing visitors the way to whatever might be their destination. It also showed, quite impressively, the size and scope of Donnegan General. The hospital had twenty-two fully equipped operating rooms, a specimen and transplant bank, X-ray and radiochemical departments, a cryogenics room, the most complex prosthesis installation on Earth, a geriatrics section. OT rooms beyond number ...

	 

	And, of all things, a fully-equipped and crowded pediatric wing.

	 

	I said, ‘I thought this was a VA facility.’

	 

	‘Exactly. Here comes our boy.’

	 

	A Navy officer was coming in, hand and smile outstretched to Candace. ‘Hi, good to see you. And you must be Mr Gunnarsen.’

	 

	Candace introduced us as we shook hands. The fellow’s name was Commander Whitling; she called him ‘Tom’. He said, ‘We’ll have to move. Since I talked to you there’s been an all-hands evolution scheduled for eleven - some high brass inspection. I don’t want to hurry you, but I’d like it if we were out of the way... this is a little irregular.’

	 

	‘Nice of you to arrange it,’ I said. ‘Lead on.’

	 

	We went up a high-rise elevator and came out on the top floor of the building, into a corridor covered with murals of Disney and Mother Goose. From a sun deck came the tinkle of a music box. Three children, chasing each other down the hall, dodged past us, yelling. They made pretty good time, considering that two of them were on crutches. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ asked Commander Whitling sharply.

	 

	I looked twice, but he wasn’t talking to me or the kids. He was talking to a man with a young face but a heavy black beard, who was standing behind a Donald Duck mobile looking inconspicuous and guilty.

	 

	‘Oh, hi, Mr Whitling,’ the man said. ‘Jeez. I must’ve got lost again looking for the PX.’

	 

	‘Carhart,’ said the commander dangerously, ‘if I catch you in this wing again you won’t have to worry about the PX for a year. Hear me?’

	 

	‘Well, jeez. All right, Mr Whitling.’ As the man saluted and turned, his face wearing an expression of injury, I noticed that the left sleeve of his bathrobe was tucked, empty, into a pocket.

	 

	‘You can’t keep them out,’ said Whitling and spread his hands. ‘Well, all right, Mr Gunnarsen, here it is. You’re seeing the whole thing.’

	 

	I looked carefully around. It was all children - limping children, stumbling children, pale children, weary children. ‘But what am I seeing, exactly?’ I asked.

	 

	‘Why, the Children, Mr Gunnarsen. The ones we liberated. The ones the Arcturans captured on Mars.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	And then I connected. I remembered about the capture of the colony on Mars.

	 

	Interstellar war is waged at the pace of a snail’s crawl, because it takes so long to go from star to star. The main battles of our war with Arcturus had been fought no farther from Earth than the surface of Mars and the fleet engagement around Orbit Saturn. Still, it had taken eleven years, first to last, from the surprise attack on the Martian colony to the armistice signed at Washington.

	 

	I remembered seeing a reconstructed tape of that Martian surprise attack. It was a summer’s day - hot - at full noon, ice melted into water. The place was the colony around the Southern Springs. Out of the small descending sun a ship appeared.

	 

	It was a rocket. It was brilliant gold metal, and it came down with a halo of gold radiation around its splayed front, like the fleshy protuberance of a star-nosed mole. It landed with an electrical crackle on the fine-grained orange sand, and out of it came the Arcturans.

	 

	Of course, no one had known they were Arcturans then. They had swung around the sun in a long anecliptic orbit, watching and studying, and they had selected the small Martian outpost as the place to strike. In Mars gravity they were bipeds - two of their ropy limbs were enough to lift them off the ground - man tall, in golden pressure suits. The colonists came running out to meet them, and were killed. All of them. All of the adults.

	 

	The children, however, had not been killed, not that quickly or that easily, at least. Some had not been killed at all, and some of those were here in Donnegan General Hospital.

	 

	But not all.

	 

	Comprehension beginning to emerge in my small mind I said, ‘Then these are the survivors.’

	 

	Candace, standing very close to me, said, ‘Most of them, Gunner. The ones that aren’t well enough to be sent back into normal life.’

	 

	‘And the others?’

	 

	‘Well, they mostly don’t have families - having been killed, you see. So they’ve been adopted out into foster-homes here in Belport. A hundred and eight of them, isn’t that right, Tom? And now maybe you get some idea of what you’re up against.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	There was something like a hundred of the Children in that wing, and I didn’t see all of them. Some of them were not to be seen.

	 

	Whitling just told me about, but couldn’t show me, the blood-temperature room, where the very young and very bad cases lived. They had a gnotobiotic atmosphere, a little rich in oxygen, a little more humid than the ambient air, plus pressure to help their weak metabolism keep oxygen spread in their parts. On their right, a little farther along, were the small individual rooms belonging to the worst cases of all. The contagious. The incurables. The unfortunates whose very appearance was bad for the others. Whitling was good enough to open polarizing shutters and let me look in on some of those where they lay (or writhed, or stood like sticks) in permanent solitary. One of the Arcturan efforts had been transplantation, and the project seemed to have been directed by a whimsical person. The youngest was about three; the oldest in late teens.

	 

	They were a disturbing lot, and if I have glossed lightly over what I felt, it is because what I felt is all too obvious.

	 

	Kids in trouble! Of course, those who had been put back into population weren’t put back as shocking as these. But they would pull at the heartstrings, they even pulled at mine; and every time a foster-parent’s neighbour, or a casual passer-by on the street, felt that heartstring tug he would feel, too, a single thought: The Arcturans did this.

	 

	For after killing the potentially dangerous adults they had caged the tractable small ones as valuable research specimens.

	 

	And I had hoped to counteract this with five hundred Arcturan pets!

	 

	Whitling was all this time taking me around the wing, and I could hear in his voice the sound of what I was up against; because he loved and pitied those kids. ‘Hi, Terry,’ he said on the sun deck, bending over a bed and patting its occupant on his snow-white hair. Terry smiled up at him. ‘Can’t hear us, of course,’ said Whitling. ‘We grafted in new auditory nerves four weeks ago - I did it myself - but they’re not surviving. Third try, too. And of course, each attempt is a worse risk than the one before: antibodies.’

	 

	I said, ‘He doesn’t look more than five years old.’ Whitling nodded. ‘But the attack on the colony was—’

	 

	‘Oh, I see what you mean,’ said Whitling. ‘The Arcturans were, of course, interested in reproduction too. Ellen - she left us a couple of weeks ago - was only thirteen, but she’d had six children. Now, this is Nancy.’

	 

	Nancy was perhaps twelve, but her gait and arm coordination were those of a toddler. She came stumbling in after a ball, stopped and regarded me with dislike and suspicion. ‘Nancy’s one of our cures,’ Whitling said proudly. He followed my eyes. ‘Oh, nothing wrong there,’ he said. ‘Mars-bred. She hasn’t adjusted to Earth gravity, is all; she isn’t slow, the ball’s bouncing too fast. Here’s Sam.’

	 

	Sam was a near-teenager, giggling from his bed as he tried what was obviously the extremely wearing exercise of lifting his head off the mattress. A candy-striped practical nurse was counting time for him as he touched chin to chest, one and two, one and two. He did it five times, then slumped back, grinning. ‘Sam’s central nervous system was almost gone,’ Whitling said fondly. ‘But we’re making progress. Nervous tissue regeneration, though, is awfully—’ I wasn’t listening; I was looking at Sam’s grin, which showed black and broken teeth. ‘Diet deficiency,’ said Whitling, following my look again.

	 

	‘All right,’ I said, ‘I’ve seen enough, now I want to get out of here before they have me changing diapers. I thank you, Commander Whitling. I think I thank you. Which is the way out?’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	4

	 

	I didn’t want to go back to Haber’s office. I was afraid of what the conversation might be like. But I had to get a fill-in on what had been happening with our work and I had to eat.

	 

	So I took Candace back to my room and ordered lunch from room service.

	 

	I stood at the thermal window looking out at the city while Candace checked with the office. I didn’t even listen, because Candace knew what I would want to know, I just watched Belport cycle through an average dull Monday at my feet. Belport was a radial town, with an urban centre-cluster of the mushroom-shaped buildings that were popular twenty years ago. The hotel we were in was one, in fact, and from my window I could see three others looming above and below me, to right and left, and beyond them the cathedral spires of the apartment condominia of the residential districts. I could see a creeping serpent of gaily coloured cars moving along one of the trafficways, pinpointed with sparks of our pro-referendum campaign parades. Or one of the opposition’s. From four hundred feet it didn’t seem to matter.

	 

	‘You know, honey,’ I said as she clicked off the 3-V, ‘there isn’t any sense in this. I admit the kids are sad cases, and who can resist kids in trouble? But they don’t have one solitary damned thing to do with whether or not the Arcturans should have a telemetry and tracking station on the lake.’

	 

	Candace said, ‘Weren’t you the man who told me that logic didn’t have anything to do with public relations?’ She came to the window beside me, turned and half-sat on the ledge and read from her notes: ‘Survey index off another half-point... Haber says, be sure to tell you that’s a victory, would have been off two points at least without the Arcats. Supplier letters out. Chicago approves budget overdraft. And that’s all that matters.’

	 

	‘Thanks.’ The door chimed, and she left me to let the bellmen in with our lunch. I watched her without much appetite, except maybe for one thing that I knew wasn’t on the menu, Candace herself. But I tried to eat.

	 

	Candace did not seem to be trying to help me eat. In fact, she did something that was quite out of character for her. All the way through lunch she kept talking, and the one subject she kept talking about was the kids. I heard about Nina, who was fifteen when she came to Donnegan General and had been through the occupation all the way - who wouldn’t talk to anybody, and weighed fifty-one pounds, and screamed unless she was allowed to hide under the bed. ‘And after six months,’ said Candace, ‘they gave her a hand-puppet, and she finally talked through that.’

	 

	‘How’d you find all this out?’ I asked.

	 

	‘From Tom. And then there were the germ-free kids ...’ She told me about them, and about the series of injections and marrow transplants that they had needed to restore the body’s immune reaction without killing the patient. And the ones with auditory and vocal nerves destroyed, apparently because the Arcturans were investigating the question of whether humans could think rationally in the absence of articulate words. The ones raised on chemically pure glucose for dietary studies. The induced bleeders. The kids with no sense of touch, and the kids with no developed musculature.

	 

	‘Tom told you all this?’

	 

	‘And lots more, Gunner. And remember, these are the survivors. Some of the kids who were deliberately—’

	 

	‘How long have you known Tom?’

	 

	She put down her fork, sugared her coffee and took a sip, looking at me over the cup. ‘Oh, since I’ve been here. Two years. Since before the kids came, of course.’

	 

	‘Pretty well, I judge.’

	 

	‘Oh, yes.’

	 

	‘He really likes those kids, I could see that. And so do you.’ I swallowed some more of my own coffee, which tasted like diluted pig swill, and reached for a cigarette and said, ‘I think maybe I waited too long about the situation here, wouldn’t you say?’

	 

	‘Why, yes, Gunner,’ she said carefully, ‘I think you maybe missed the boat.’

	 

	‘I tell you what else I think, honey. I think you’re trying to tell me something, and it isn’t all about Proposition Four on the ballot next week.’

	 

	And she said, not irrelevantly, ‘As a matter of fact, Gunner, I’m going to marry Tom Whitling on Christmas day.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I sent her back to the office and stretched out on my bed, smoking and watching the smoke being sucked into the wall-vents. It was rather peaceful and quiet because I’d told the desk to hold all calls until further notice, and I wasn’t feeling a thing.

	 

	Perfection is so rare, it is interesting to find a case in which one has been perfectly wrong all the way.

	 

	If I had taken out my little list then I could have checked off all the points. One way or another. I hadn’t fired Haber, and in fact I really didn’t want to any more, because he wasn’t much worse than I was at this particular job; the record showed it. I had investigated the Children, all right. A little late. I had investigated Connick, the number one opponent to the proposition, and what I had found would hurt Connick, all right, but I couldn’t really see how it would help do our job. And I certainly wasn’t going to marry Candace Harmon.

	 

	Come to think of it, I thought, lighting another cigarette from the stub of the old one, there had been a fifth item, and I had blown that one too.

	 

	The classics of public relations clearly show how little reason has to do with M/R, and yet I had allowed myself to fall into that oldest and most imbecilic of traps set for flacks. Think of history’s master-strokes of flackery: ‘The Jews stabbed Germany in the back!’ ‘Seventy-eight (or fifty-nine, or one hundred and three) card-carrying communists in the State Department!’ ‘I will go to Korea!’ It is not enough for a theme to be rational; indeed it is wrong for a theme to be rational, if you want to move men’s glands, because, above all else, it must seem new, and fresh, and of such revolutionary simplicity that it illuminates an enormous, confused, and disagreeable problem in a fresh and hopeful light. Or so it must seem to the Average Man. And since he has spent any number of surly, worried hours groping for some personal salvation in the face of a bankrupt Germany, or a threat of subversion, or a war that is going nowhere, no rational solution can ever meet those strictures ... since he has already considered all the rational solutions and found either that they are useless or that the cost is more than he wants to pay.

	 

	So what I should have concentrated on in Belport was the bright, irrational, distractive issue. The Big Lie, if you will. And I had hardly found even a Sly Insinuation.

	 

	It was interesting to consider in just how many ways I had done the wrong thing. Including maybe the wrongest of all: I had let Candace Harmon get away. And then in these thoughts, myself almost despising, haply the door chimed and I opened it, and there was this fellow in Space Force olive-greens saying, ‘Come along, Mr Gunnarsen, the Truce Team want to talk to you.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	For one frozen moment there, I was nineteen years old again. I was a Rocketman 3/c on the Moon, guarding the Aristarchus base against invaders from outer space. (We thought that to be a big joke at the time. Shows how unfunny a joke can turn.) This fellow was a colonel, and his name was Peyroles, and he took me down the corridor, to a private elevator I had never known was there, up to the flat dome of the mushroom and into a suite which made my suite look like the cellar under a dog-run Old Levittown. The reek was overpowering. By then I had gotten over my quick response to the brass and I took out a ker-pak and held it to my nose. The colonel did not even look at me.

	 

	‘Sit down!’ barked the colonel, and left me in front of an unlighted fireplace. Something was going on; I could hear voices from another room, a lot of them:

	 

	‘- burned one in effigy, and by God we’ll burn a real one—’

	 

	‘- smells like a skunk—’

	 

	‘- turns my stomach!’ And that last fellow, whoever he was, was pretty near right, at that - although actually in the few seconds since I entered the suite I had almost forgotten the smell. It was funny how you got used to it. Like a ripe cheese: the first whiff knocked you sick, but pretty soon the olfactory nerves got the hang of the thing and built up a defence.

	 

	‘- all right, the war’s over and we have got to get along with them, but a man’s home town—’

	 

	Whatever it was that was going on in the other room, it was going on loudly. Tempers were always short when Arcturans were around, because the smell, of course, put everybody on edge. People don’t like bad smells. They’re not nice. They remind us of sweat and excrement, which we have buttressed our lives against admitting as real, personal facts. Then there was a loud military yell for order - I recognized the colonel, Peyroles - and then a voice that sounded queerly not-quite-human, although it spoke in English. An Arcturan? What was his name, Knafti? But I had understood they couldn’t make human sounds.

	 

	Whoever it was, he put an end to the meeting. The door opened.

	 

	Through it I could see a couple of dozen hostile backs, leaving through another door, and coming towards me the Space Force colonel, a very young man with a pale, angel’s face and a dragging limp, in civilian clothes ... and, yes, the Arcturan. It was the first one I had ever been with at so close range, in so small a group. He wobbled towards me on four or six of his coat-hanger limbs, breathing-thorax encased in a golden shell, his mantis face and bright black eyes staring at me.

	 

	Peyroles closed the door behind them.

	 

	He turned to me and said, ‘Mr Gunnarsen ... Knafti ... Timmy Brown.’

	 

	I hadn’t the ghost of a clue whether to offer to shake, and if so, with what. Knafti however merely regarded me gravely. The boy nodded. I said: ‘I’m glad to meet you, gentlemen. As you perhaps know, I tried to set up an appointment before but your people turned me down. I take it now the shoe is on the other foot.’

	 

	Colonel Peyroles frowned towards the door he had just shut - there were still noises behind it - but said to me, ‘You’re quite right. That was a meeting of a civic leaders’ committee—’ The door interrupted him by opening, and a man leaned through and yelled: ‘Peyroles! Can that thing understand white man’s talk? I hope so. I hope it hears me when I say that I’m going to make it my personal business to take it apart if it’s still in Belport this time tomorrow. And if any human being, or so-called human being like you, gets in the way, I’ll take him apart too!’ He slammed the door without waiting for an answer.

	 

	‘You see?’ said Peyroles gruffly, angrily. Things like that would never have happened with well-tempered troops. ‘That’s what we want to talk to you about.’

	 

	‘I see,’ I said, and I did see, very clearly, because that fellow who had leaned through the door had been the Arcturan-property-sale standard bearer we had counted on, old - what had Connick called him? - old Slits-and-Fits Schlitz, the man we were attempting to elect to get our proposition through.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Judging by the amount of noise I’d heard from the citizens’ delegation, there was lynch in the atmosphere. I could understand why they would reverse themselves and ask for me, before things got totally out of control and wound up in murder, if you call killing an Arcturan murder—

	 

	- although, it occurred to me, lynching Knafti might not be the worst thing that could happen; public sentiment might bounce back—

	 

	I shoved that thought out of my mind and got down to business. ‘What exactly?’ I asked. ‘I gather you want me to do something about your image.’

	 

	Knafti sat himself down, if that’s what Arcturans do, on an entwining-rack. The pale boy whispered something to him, then came to me. ‘Mr Gunnarsen,’ he said, ‘I am Knafti’.’ He spoke with a great precision of vowels and a stress at the end of each sentence, as though he had learned English out of a handbook. I had no trouble in understanding him. At least, not in understanding what it was he said. It did take me a moment to comprehend what he meant; and then Peyroles had to help.

	 

	‘He means at this moment he’s speaking for Knafti,’ said the colonel. ‘Interpreter. See?’

	 

	The boy moved his lips for a moment - shifting gears, it seemed - and said, ‘That is right, I am Timmy Brown. Knafti’s translator and assistant.’

	 

	‘Then ask Knafti what he wants from me,’ I tried to say it the way he had - a sort of sneeze for the ‘K’ and an indescribable whistle for the ‘F.’

	 

	Timmy Brown moved his lips again and said, ‘I, Knafti, wish you to stop ... to leave ... to discontinue your operation in Belport.’

	 

	From the twining-tree, the Arcturan waved his ropy limbs and chittered like a squirrel. The boy chirped back and said: ‘I, Knafti, commend you on your effective work, but stop it.’

	 

	‘By which,’ rumbled Colonel Peyroles, ‘he means knock it off.’

	 

	‘Go fight a space war, Peyroles. Timmy - I mean, Knafti, this is the job I’m paid to do. The Arcturan Confederacy itself hired us. I take my orders from Arthur S. Bigelow, Jr, and I carry them out whether Knafti likes it or not.’

	 

	Chirp and chitter between Knafti and the pale, limping boy. The Arcturan left his twining-tree and moved to the window, looking out into the sky and the copter traffic. Timmy Brown said: ‘It does not matter what your orders may be, I, Knafti, tell you that your work is harmful.’ He hesitated, mumbling to himself. ‘We do not wish to obtain our base here at the cost of what is true, and -’ he turned imploringly to the Arcturan - ‘and it is apparent you are attempting to change the truth.’

	 

	He chirped at the Arcturan, who took his blind black eyes from the window and came towards us. Arcturans don’t walk, exactly. They drag themselves on the lower part of the thorax. Their limbs are supple and thin, and what are not used for support are used for gestures. Knafti used a number of his now, as he chirped one short series of sounds at the boy.

	 

	‘- Otherwise,’ Timmy Brown finished off, ‘I, Knafti, tell you we will have to fight this war over again.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	As soon as I was back in my room I messaged Chicago for orders and clarification and got back the answer I expected: Hold everything. Referring matter to ASB-jr. Await instructions.

	 

	So I awaited. The way I awaited was to call Candace at the office and get the latest sitrep. I told her about the near-riot in the Truce Team’s suite and asked her what it was all about. She shook her head. ‘We have their appointments schedule, Gunner. It just says “Meeting with civic leaders.” But one of the leaders has a secretary who goes to lunch with a girl from Records & Accounting here and—’

	 

	‘And you’ll find out. All right, do that, and now what’s the current picture?’

	 

	She began reading off briefing digests and field reports. They were mixed, but not altogether bad. Opinion sampling showed a small rise in favourability towards the Arcturans, in fact. It wasn’t much, but it was the first plus change I had seen, and doubly puzzling because of Knafti’s attitude and the brawl with the civic leaders. I asked, ‘Why, honey?’

	 

	Candace’s face in the screen was as puzzled as mine. ‘We’re still digging.’

	 

	‘All right. Go on.’

	 

	There were more pauses. The Flower Fair had yielded surprisingly big profits in attitudes - among those who attended. Of course, they were only a tiny fraction of the population of Belport. The Arcats were showing a plus for us, too. Where we were down was in PTA meeting resolutions, in resignations from Candace’s Arcturan-American Friendship League, in poor attendance at neighbourhood coffee-klatsches.

	 

	Now that I knew what to look for, I could see what the Children had done to us. In every family-situation sampling, the attitudes were measurably worse than when the subjects were interviewed in a non-family environment - at work, stopped on the street, in a theatre.

	 

	The importance of that was just what I had told Connick. No man is a simple entity. He behaves one way when his self-image is as head of a family, another when he is at a cocktail party, another at work, another still when a pretty girl sits down beside him on a commutercopter. Elementary truths. But it had taken the M/R boys half a century to learn how to use them.

	 

	In this case the use was clear: Play down family elements, play up play. I ordered more floats, torchlight parades and a teenage beauty contest. I cancelled the fourteen picnic rallies we had planned and ordered a hold on the coffee-klatsches.

	 

	I was not exactly obeying Chicago’s orders. But it didn’t matter. All this could be cancelled with a single word, and anyway it was only nit-picking detail. The One Big Weeny still escaped me.

	 

	I lit a cigarette, thought for a minute and said, ‘Honey get me some of the synoptic extracts of opinion-sampling from heads of families and particularly families containing some of the Children. I don’t want the integration or analysis. Just the raw interviews but with the scutwork left out.’

	 

	And as soon as she was off the line the Chicago circuit came in with a message they’d been holding:

	 

	Query from ASB-jr. Provided top is taken off budget and your hand is freed, can you guarantee, repeat guarantee, win on referendum question?

	 

	It was not the response I had expected from them.

	 

	Still, it was a legitimate question. I took a moment to think it over.

	 

	Junior Bigelow had already given me a pretty free hand -as he always did; how else can a troubleshooter work? If he was now emphasizing that my hand was freed entirely, it would not be because he thought I hadn’t understood him in the first place. Nor would it be because he suspected I might be cheese-paring secretarial salaries. He meant one thing: Win, no matter what.

	 

	Under those conditions, could I do it?

	 

	Well, of course I could win. Yes. Provided I found the One Big Weeny. You can always win an election, any election anywhere, provided you are willing to pay the right price.

	 

	It was finding the price to pay that was hard. Not just money. Sometimes the price you pay is a human being, in the role for which I had been lining up Connick. Throw a human sacrifice to the gods and your prayer is granted...

	 

	But was Connick the sacrifice the gods wanted? Would it help to defeat him, bearing in mind that his opponent was one of the men who had been screaming at Knafti in the Truce Team suite? And if so - had my knife enough edge to drain his blood?

	 

	Well, it always had had before. And if Connick wasn’t the right man, I would find the man who was. I messaged back, short and sweet, Yes.

	 

	And in less than a minute, as though Junior had been standing by at the faxtape receiver, waiting for the word from me - and perhaps he had! - his reply came back:

	 

	Gunner, we’ve lost the Arcturan Confederacy account. Arc Con liaison man says all bets are off. They’re giving notice of cancellation our contract, suggestion they will cancel entire armistice treaty too. I don’t have to tell you we need them. Some possibility that showing strong results in Belport will get them back. That’s what we have to play for. No holds barred, Gunner, win that election.

	 

	The office circuit chimed then. Probably it was Candace, but I didn’t want to talk to her just then. I turned all the communication circuits to ‘hold’, stripped down, climbed into the shower, set it for full needle spray and let the water beat on me. It was not an aid to thought, it was a replacement for thought.

	 

	I didn’t want to think any more. I wanted time out.

	 

	I did not want to think about (a) whether the war would break out again, and, if so, in what degree I would have helped to bring that about; (b) what I was doing to Nice Guy Connick; (c) whether It Was All Worth It or (d) how much I was going to dislike myself that coming Christmas day. I only wanted to let the hot splash of scented water anaesthetize me. When my skin began to look pale and wrinkly, although I had not come to any conclusions or found any solutions, I came out, dressed, opened the communications circuits and let them all begin blinking, ringing, and winking at once.

	 

	I took Candace first. She said, ‘Gunner! Dear lord, have you heard about the Armistice Commission? They’ve just released a statement—’

	 

	‘I heard. What else, honey?’

	 

	Good girl, she shifted gears without missing a beat, ‘Then there was that meeting of civic leaders in the Truce Team suite—’

	 

	‘I saw. Feedback from the Armistice Commission’s statement. What else?’

	 

	She glanced at the papers in her hand, hesitated, then said: ‘Nothing important. Uh, Gunner. That 3-V preempt for tonight—’

	 

	‘Yeah, honey?’

	 

	‘Do you want me to cancel it?’

	 

	I said, ‘No. You’re right, we won’t use the time for the Arcturan-American Friendship League or whatever we had scheduled, but you’re wrong, we’ll use the time some way. I don’t know how right now.’

	 

	‘But Junior said—’

	 

	‘Honey,’ I told her, ‘Junior says all sorts of things. Anybody looking to scalp me?’

	 

	‘Well,’ she said, ‘there’s Mr Connick. I didn’t think you’d want to see him.’

	 

	‘No, I’ll see him. I’ll see anybody.’

	 

	‘Anybody?’ I had surprised her. She dived into her list again. ‘There’s somebody from the Truce Team—’

	 

	‘Make it everybody from the Truce Team.’

	 

	‘- and Commander Whitling from—’

	 

	‘From the hospital. Sure, and tell him to bring some kids.’

	 

	‘- and ...’ She stalled off and looked at me. ‘Gunner, are you putting me on? You don’t really want to see all these people.5

	 

	I smiled and reached out and patted the viewphone. From her point of view it would look like an enormous cloudy hand closing in on her screen, but she would know what I meant. I said, ‘You could not be more wrong. I do. I want to see them all, the more the better, and the way I’d like to see them best is in my office, all at once. So set it up, honey, because I’ll be busy between now and then.’

	 

	‘Busy doing what, Gunner?’

	 

	‘Busy trying to think of what I want to see them for.’ And I turned off the viewphone, got up and walked out, leaving the others gobbling into emptiness behind me. What I needed was a long, long walk, and I took it.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	When I was tired of walking I went to the office and evicted Haber from his private quarters. I kept him standing by what had once been his own desk while I checked with Candace and found that she had made all my appointments for that evening, then I told him to get lost. ‘And thanks,’ I said.

	 

	He paused on his way to the door. ‘For what, Gunner?’

	 

	‘For a very nice office to kill time in.’ I waved at the furnishings. ‘I wondered what you’d spent fifty grand on when I saw the invoices in the Chicago office, Haber, and I admit I thought there might have been a little padding. But I was wrong.’

	 

	He said woundedly: ‘Gunner, boy! I wouldn’t do anything like that.’

	 

	‘I believe you. Wait a minute.’ I thought for a second, then told him to send in some of the technical people and not to let anybody, repeat anybody, disturb me for any purpose whatever. I scared him good, too. He left a shaken man, a little angry, a little admiring, a little excited inside, I think, at the prospect of seeing how the great man would get himself out of this one. Meanwhile the great man talked briefly to the technicians, took a ten minute nap, drank the Martinis out of his dinner tray and pitched the rest of it in the dispos-all.

	 

	Then, as I had nearly an hour before the appointments Candace had set up for me, I scrounged around fat-cat Haber’s office to see what entertainment it offered.

	 

	There were his files. I glanced at them and forgot them; there was nothing about the hoarded memoranda that interested me, not even for gossip. There were books on his shelf. But I did not care to disturb the patina of dust that even the cleaning machines had not been able to touch. There was his private bar, and the collection of photographs in the end compartment of his desk drawer.

	 

	It looked like very dull times waiting, until the studio men reported in that they had completed their arrangements at my request, and the 3-V tape-effects monitor could now be controlled by remote from my desk, and then I knew I had a pleasant way of killing any amount of time.

	 

	Have you ever played with the console of a 3-V monitor, backed by a library of tape-effect strips? It is very much like being God.

	 

	All that the machine does is take the stored videotapes that are in its files and play them back. But it also manipulates size and perspective or superimposes one over another ... so that you can, as I in fact have done, put the living person of someone you don’t like in a position embarrassing to him, and project it on a montage screen so that only a studio tech can find the dots on the pattern where the override betrays its presence.

	 

	Obviously, this is a way out of almost any propaganda difficulty, since it is child’s play to make up any event you like and give it the seeming of reality.

	 

	Of course, everybody knows it can be done. So the evidence of one’s own eyes is no longer quite enough, even for a voter. And the laws can cut you down. I had thought of whomping up some frightful shame around Connick, for example. But it wouldn’t work; no matter when I did it there would still be time for the other side to spread the word of an electoral fraud, and a hoax of this magnitude would make its own way on to the front pages. So I used the machine for something much more interesting to me. I used it as a toy.

	 

	I started by dialling the lunar base at Aristarchus for background, found a corps of Rocketmen marching off in the long lunar step, patched my own face on to one of the helmeted figures and zoomed in and out with the imaginary camera, watching R3/C Odin Gunnarsen as a boy of nineteen, scared witless but doing his job. He was a pretty nice boy, I thought objectively, and wondered what had gone wrong with him later. I abandoned that and sought for other amusements. I found Candace’s images on tape in the files and pleasured myself with her for a time. Her open, friendly face gave some dignity to the fantastic bodies of half a dozen 3-V strippers in the files; but I stopped that child’s game.

	 

	I looked for a larger scope. I spread the whole panoply of the heavens across the screen of die tape machine. I sought out the crook of the Big Dipper’s handle, traced its arc across half the heavens until I located orange Arcturus. Then I zoomed in on the star, as littler stars grew larger and hurtled out of range around it, sought its seventy grey-green planets and located number five among them, the watery world that Knafti had spawned upon. I bade the computing mind inside the tape machine reconstruct the events of the orbit bombing for me, and watched hell-bombs splash enormous mushrooms of poisonous foam into the Arcturan sky, whipping the island cities with tidal waves and drowning them in death.

	 

	Then I destroyed the whole planet. I turned Arcturus into a nova and watched the hot driven gases sphere out to embrace the planet, boil its seas, slag its cities ... and found myself sweating. I ordered another drink from die dispenser and switched the machine off. And then I became aware that the pale blue light over the door to Haber’s office was glowing insistently. It was time; my visitors had arrived.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Connick had brought his kids along, three of them; the lover from Donnegan General had brought two more; Knafti and Colonel Peyroles had Timmy Brown. ‘Welcome to Romper Room,’ I said. ‘They’re making lynch mobs young this year.’

	 

	They all yelled at me at once - or all but Knafti, whose tweeting chitter just didn’t have the volume to compete. I listened, and when they showed signs of calming down I reached into fat-cat Haber’s booze drawer and poured myself a stiff one and said, ‘All right, which of you creeps wants first crack?’ And they boiled up again while I drank my drink. All of them, except Candace Harmon, who only stood by the door and looked at me.

	 

	So I said, ‘All right, Connick, you first. Are you going to make me spread it all over the newscasts that you had a dishonourable discharge? ... And by the way, maybe you’d like to meet my assistant blackmailer; Miss Harmon over there dug up the dirt on you.’

	 

	Her boyfriend yelped, but Candace just went on looking. I didn’t look back, but kept my eyes on Connick. He squinted his eyes, put his hands in his pockets and said, with considerable self-restraint, ‘You know I was only seventeen years old when that happened.’

	 

	‘Oh, sure. I know more. You had a nervous breakdown the year after your discharge, space cafard, as they call it on the soapies. Yellow fever is what we called it on the Moon.’

	 

	He glanced quickly at his kids, the two that were his own and the one that was not, and said rapidly: ‘You know I could have had that DD reversed—‘

	 

	‘But you didn’t. The significant fact isn’t that you deserted. The significant fact is that you were loopy. And, I’d say, still are.’

	 

	Timmy Brown stuttered: ‘One moment. I, Knafti, have asked that you cease—’

	 

	But Connick brushed him aside. “Why, Gunnarsen?’

	 

	‘Because I intend to win this election. I don’t care what it costs - especially what it costs you.’

	 

	‘But, I, Knafti, have instructed—’ That was Timmy Brown trying again.

	 

	‘The Armistice Commission issued orders—’ That was Peyroles.

	 

	‘I don’t know which is worse, you or the bugs!’ And that was Candace’s little friend from the hospital, and they all were talking at once again. Even Knafti came dragging towards me on his golden slug’s belly, chirruping and hooting, and Timmy Brown was actually weeping as he tried to tell me I was wrong, I had to stop, the whole thing was against orders and why wouldn’t I desist ?

	 

	I shouted: ‘Shut up, all of you!’

	 

	They didn’t, but the volume level dropped minutely. I rode over it: ‘What the hell do I care what any of you want? I’m paid to do a job. My job is to make people act a certain way. I do it. Maybe tomorrow I’ll be paid to make them act the opposite way, and I’ll do that, too. Anyway, who the hell are you to order me around? A stinkbug like you, Knafti? A GI quack like yourself, Whitling? Or you, Connick. A—’

	 

	‘A candidate for public office,’ he said clearly. And I give him much mana; he didn’t shout, but he talked right over me. ‘And as such I have an obligation—’

	 

	But I out-yelled him anyway. ‘Candidate! You’re a candidate right up till the minute I tell the voters you’re a nut, Connick. And then you’re dead! And I will tell them, I promise, if—’

	 

	I didn’t get a chance to finish that sentence, because all three of Connick’s kids were diving at me, his own two and the other one. They sent papers flying off Haber’s desk and smashed his sand-crystal decanter; but they didn’t get to my throat, where they clearly were aimed, because Connick and Timmy Brown dragged them back. Not easily.

	 

	I allowed myself a sneer. ‘And what does that prove? Your kids like you, I admit - even the one from Mars. The one that Knafti’s people used for vivisection - that Knafti himself worked over, likely as not. Nice picture, right? Your bug-buddy there, killing babies, destroying kids ... or didn’t you know that Knafti himself was one of the boss bugs on the baby-killing project?’

	 

	Timmy Brown shrieked wildly, ‘You don’t know what you are doing. It was not Knafti’s fault at all!’ His ashen face was haggard, his rotten teeth bared in a grimace. And he was weeping.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	If you apply heat to a single molecule it will take off like a torn with a spark under his tail, but you cannot say where it will go. If you heat a dozen molecules they will fling out in all directions, but you still do not know which directions they will be. If, however, you heat a few billion, about as many as are in a thimble of dilute gas, you know where they will go: they will expand. Mass action. You can’t tell what a single molecule may do - call it the molecule’s free will, if you like -but masses obey mass laws. Masses of anything; even so small a mass as the growling troop that confronted me in Haber’s office. I let them yell, and all the yelling was at me. Even Candace was showing the frown and the darkening of the eyes and the working of the lips, although she watched me as silently and steadily as ever.

	 

	Connick brought it to a head: ‘All right, everybody,’ he yelled, ‘now listen to me! Let’s get this thing straightened out!’

	 

	He stood up, a child gripped by each elbow and the third, the youngest, trapped between him and the door. He looked at me with such loathing that I could feel it - and didn’t like it, either, although it was no more than I had expected, and he said: ‘It’s true. Sammy, here, was one of the kids from Mars. Maybe that has made me think things I shouldn’t have thought - he’s my kid now, and when I think of those stink-bugs cutting—’

	 

	He stopped himself and turned to Knafti. ‘Well, I see something. A man who would do a thing like that would be a fiend. I’d cut his heart out with my bare hands. But you aren’t a man.’

	 

	Grimly he let go of the kids and strode towards Knafti. ‘I can’t forgive you. God help me, it isn’t possible. But I can’t blame you - exactly - any more than I can blame lightning for striking my house. I think I was wrong. Maybe I’m wrong now. But - I don’t know what you people do - I’d like to shake your hand. Or whatever the hell it is you’ve got there. I’ve been thinking of you as a perverted murderer and a filthy animal, but I’ll tell you right now, I’d rather work together with you - for your base, for peace, for whatever we can get together on - than with some human beings in this room!’

	 

	I didn’t stay to watch the tender scene that followed.

	 

	I didn’t have to, since the cameras and tape recorders that the studio people had activated for me behind every one-way mirror in the room would be watching for me. I could only hope they had not missed a single word or scream, because I didn’t think I could do that scene over again.

	 

	I opened the door quietly and left. And as I was going I caught the littlest Connick kid sneaking past me, headed for the 3-V set in the waiting room, and snaked out an arm to stop him. ‘Stinker!’ he hissed. ‘Rat fink!’

	 

	‘You may be right, I told him, ‘but go back and keep your father company. You’re in on living history today.’

	 

	“Nuts! I always watch Dr Zhivago on Monday nights, and it’s on in five minutes and—’

	 

	‘Not tonight it isn’t, son. You can hold that against me, too. We preempted the time for a different show entirely.’

	 

	I escorted him back into the room, closed the door, picked up my coat and left.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Candace was waiting for me with the car. She was driving it herself.

	 

	‘Will I make the nine-thirty flight?’ I asked.

	 

	‘Sure, Gunner.’ She steered on to the autotraffic lane, put the car on servo and dialled the scatport, then sat back and lit a cigarette for each of us. I took it and looked morosely out the window.

	 

	Down below us, on the slow-traffic level, we were passing a torchlight parade, with floats and glee clubs and free beer at the major pedestrian intersections. I opened the glove compartment and took out field glasses, looked through them—

	 

	‘Oh, you don’t have to check up, Gunner. I took care of it. They’re all plugging the programme.’

	 

	‘I see they are.’ Not only were the marchers carrying streamers that advertised our present show, that was now already beginning to be on the air, but the floats carried projection screens and amplifiers. You couldn’t look anywhere in the procession without seeing Knafti, huge and hideous in his gold carapace, clutching the children and protecting them against the attack of that monster from another planet, me. The studio people had done a splendid job of splicing in no time at all. The whole scene was there on camera, as real as I had just lived it.

	 

	‘Want to listen?’ Candace fished out and passed me a hyper-boloid long-hearer, but I didn’t need it. I remembered what the voices would be saying. There would be Connick denouncing me. Timmy Brown denouncing me. The kids denouncing me, all of them. Colonel Peyroles, denouncing me; Commander Whitling, denouncing me; even Knafti - denouncing me. All that hate and only one target.

	 

	Me.

	 

	‘Of course, Junior’ll fire you. He’ll have to, Gunner.’

	 

	I said, ‘I need a vacation anyway.’ It wouldn’t matter. Sooner or later, when the pressure was off, Junior would find a way to hire me back. Once the lawsuits had been settled. Once the Armistice Commission could finish its work. Once I could be put on the payroll inconspicuously, at an inconspicuous job in an inconspicuous outpost of the firm. With an inconspicuous future.

	 

	We slid over the top of a spiralling ramp and down into the parking bays of the scatport. ‘So long, honey,’ I said, ‘and Merry Christmas to you both.’

	 

	‘Oh, Gunner! I wish—’

	 

	But I knew what she really wished and I wouldn’t let her finish. I said, ‘He’s a nice fellow, Whitling. And you know? I’m not.’

	 

	I didn’t kiss her goodbye.

	 

	The scatjet was ready for boarding. I fed my ticket into the check-in slot, got the green light as the turnstile clicked open, entered the plane and took a seat on the far side, by the window.

	 

	You can win any cause if you care to pay the price. All it takes is one human sacrifice.

	 

	By the time the scatjet began to roar, to quiver and to turn on its axis away from the terminal I had faced the fact that that price once and for all was paid. I saw Candace standing there on the roof of the loading dock, her skirts whipped by the back-blast. She didn’t wave to me, but she didn’t go away as long as I could see her standing on the platform.

	 

	Then, of course, she would go back to her job and ultimately on Christmas morning to that nice guy at the Hospital. Haber would stay in charge of his no-longer-important branch office. Connick would win his campaign. Knafti would transact his incomprehensible business with Earth; and if any of them ever thought of me again it would be with loathing, anger, and contempt. But that is the way to win an election. You have to pay the price. It was just the breaks of the game that the price of this one was me.

	 

	<<Contents>>

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	 

	The Ghost-Maker

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Mr Guinn was an amiable man but an alert one. Nevertheless, I had no difficulty in getting from him what I wanted. I had never thought of myself as a shrewd businessman, able to trick and extort; but obviously the foul treatment the Museum had given me had sharpened my wits, made me able to gain a victory where I chose. My credentials from the Museum - still, as far as he knew, perfectly valid - were most helpful, and I suppose that what finally decided him was my promise of the Museum’s mailing list in exchange for his. Naturally, I had no objection to making him that promise. I would have promised him Walter, the ninety-foot stuffed whale, and all fourteen meteorites out of the entrance hall if he had asked for them. It cost me nothing, after all.

	 

	At any rate, I had the subscription list to Beyond.

	 

	Magazines like Beyond do not have the enormous lists of the smooth-paper giants of the publishing world; the list Guinn gave me was quite small enough to be workable. And when I made the obvious deletions - striking out all the saints’ names, all the addresses like Christchurch, Trinity Place and so on; all the names like Gottesman, Dorothy and their blessed etymological equivalents - I was down to a mere page. I packed my toothbrush, the holy water and such other items as I absolutely needed, and set out.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The first three or four names on the list were blanks. I waited an afternoon on the lower East Side and the better part of a day in Bensonhurst without turning up anyone over the age of fourteen. I was beginning to wonder if my theory, after all, was valid, when I began to approach pay dirt: name number five, a water-witch in Chelsea; number eight, a red-bearded old necromancer in a monstrous old house on the Jersey shore; number ten, a part-time ghoul who taught biochemistry in a New England university . . . and was the idol of the cleaning ladies because he never left messy bits of cadaver on his workbench. It was, they joked with him, as if he ate the corpses, he was so neat.

	 

	I think that I didn’t even need the cross or the holy water for these; the shock of confrontation, the realization that they had been tracked down where they thought they were un-findable, was enough. From each I took one thing, as the laws provide. A charm from the witch, a perfectly disgusting recipe from the ghoul; from the necromancer, a curious variation on the crystal ball, an opaque sphere that answered questions - opaquely. None of these were of any great value, but my theory was confirmed, and besides I learned a great deal from their reactions. I felt confident that when the one I sought turned up, I could handle him.

	 

	By Friday evening I was two hundred miles from the city, across the line from Pennsylvania, feeling as calmly certain of success as any man can feel. The next name on my list was number thirteen - happy omen! I had been looking forward to it, and when I saw the house I was doubly encouraged. I paid off the driver and, kicking rusted cans and torn copies of The Nation out of my way, reached the front door just at dusk.

	 

	No one answered my knock. I tried again, ignoring the fact that the door gave every indication of being on the point of collapse, and thumped it hard. No answer. This was in no way a disappointment; I had discovered early that, in my present occupation, it was best to learn as much as possible about the quarry before meeting them face to face.

	 

	I took the ball from my pocket and asked it if the person who inhabited the house would return within ten minutes. The ball’s answer was, ‘According to my information, no’, which was about as satisfactory as it could be, for there was a strong implication that the ball’s prophecy was hampered by opposing strong forces.

	 

	For safety, I allowed myself but five minutes to survey the house. It was an ancient frame structure, a potbellied stove in every room, sunset light filtering through cracks in the walls. The cellar was ankle-deep in mushrooms, and it appeared that the occupant of the house had been systematically tunnelling away the foundations. The indications were most promising.

	 

	I think, even now, that it is best if I don’t mention the man’s name. He was so clearly that which I sought that I paced the floor waiting for him: It seemed hours, but there was still an aura of sunset in the sky when I heard him at the door.

	 

	He was astonished to see me sitting in his living-room, but at once he knew what I wanted. The overnight bag, with its flask of holy water and other useful items, was by my hand; he pretended to ignore it, but I observed that he brought up short at the door.

	 

	‘Hell,’ he said bitterly. ‘Even here.’

	 

	I chuckled. ‘Yes, even here,’ I said. ‘Shall we get down to business ? Or would you like to pretend that you don’t know why I came?’

	 

	He smiled weakly. It was curious to see the pointed teeth in that round, mild face. ‘I might as well own up,’ he said. ‘You’ve got me. There are only two reasons why you would have tracked me down with all that stuff in your bag. One of them obviously doesn’t apply; if you were going to try to reform me, you wouldn’t be wasting time in talk. Therefore you want something. All right. One thing, though, if you don’t mind. How’d you locate me ?’

	 

	I could afford to be casual. ‘Simple,’ I said. ‘Elementary deduction. Farmers read Country Gentleman; bankers read the Wall Street Journal. There aren’t very many magazines dealing with magic and diablerie, after all. It would have been a lot more difficult to believe that magicians and diabolists would not subscribe to Beyond. All I did was eliminate the casual readers. You and your friends were left.’

	 

	‘Don’t call me a diabolist,’ he said sharply. ‘You’re lucky I’m not. You come across one of them boy, and he’ll eat you up. Sprinkled with the rosemary and garlic out of your suitcase and washed down with the jug of holy water. Simple magic, that’s all I do.’

	 

	‘Oh?’ Perhaps he was telling the truth; I couldn’t be sure. It was to some extent a disquieting thought - perhaps I had been treading on the thin edge of danger - but, after all, he was nothing to fear. He had said so himself. I shrugged. ‘ It makes no difference,’ I said. ‘I’ve got you. I won’t make any threats, but by the laws and the powers, I have a claim on you.’

	 

	Astonishingly, he laughed a little, and the muscles of his scalp twitched his woolly black hair into alarming shapes. ‘ Sure you have a claim. You’re entitled to one of my spells. Well, why not? What’s your pleasure? Card-reading, love potions, the gift of tongues ? The power to turn into an animal ? You only get one thing; name it. What do you want ?’

	 

	I said levelly, ‘ Revenge.’

	 

	He glanced at me in momentary alarm. ‘Bad revenge - killing, you mean. No. Can’t do it. I’d get in trouble.’ I made a gesture towards the bag, but, though he gulped and sweat showed brightly on his brow, he shook his head. ‘Nothing doing,’ he said. ‘ I don’t care what you’ve got in that bag, there isn’t anything you can do bad enough to make me use the arts to do someone harm. No.’

	 

	‘ But I’ve been humiliated!’ I cried. ‘ I’m a scientist - one of the greatest anthropologists alive, a fellow of the Museum, the author of three fundamental texts. And, because I had the wit to see what was clear before my eyes, because I said in public that magic is not superstition and not nonsense, I’ve been deprived of everything I’ve earned in thirty years. I must have revenge!’

	 

	He snapped his fingers. ‘Sure,’ he said in recognition. ‘I know who you are. Ehrlich, something like that, is that your name? I saw in the papers. Well, I can’t say I’m sorry you got in trouble. I’ve got enough headaches now, without any more people suspecting that people like me really do exist.’

	 

	I stared at him, aghast. The callousness of the lay public towards the gathering of data and its dissemination has always horrified me . . . though I suppose that, on this particular subject, he was scarcely a layman. But it was irrelevant. I said, ‘What you want makes no difference. I want revenge. I can compel you to give me the means to it.’

	 

	He shook his head.

	 

	I said angrily. ‘Are you trying to tell me that you don’t know any harmful spells ?’

	 

	‘Of course I do, real harmful. But I can’t use them. That’s black magic. I can’t show you how, either. Law of Equivalences: if I show you how, it’s the same thing as doing it myself.’

	 

	I thought quickly, wondering if he was lying. It was hard to believe that I had come so far, and this was the end of my plans. I said, ‘Perhaps I’ll keep going until I find a diabolist.’

	 

	He chuckled.

	 

	‘Well,’ I said in annoyance, ‘what else can I do? I am not a man to take this sort of thing lying down. I’ve suffered; Brandon must suffer too. I’ve been laughed at; I’ve been made to resign from the Museum; I’ve seen my life’s work thrown down the drain. Brandon did it. I can’t let him go on enjoying life.’

	 

	‘Oh,’ he said easily, ‘you don’t have to let him enjoy life. Nothing lethal, of course. But how about hives, for instance ? Three sentences and one pass of the hands, that’s all you need for hives. Or raise a plague of insects wherever he goes. Or you can scare him out of a year’s growth, if you like - I’ve got a pretty good spell for raising ghosts. One word and an amulet; I’ve even got the amulet right here. Or you can make him fall in love with the first person to pass by. Take your pick.’

	 

	It wasn’t what I had had in mind, of course. Still -

	 

	‘Tell me more,’ I said.

	 

	He nodded and rubbed his hands. ‘Glad to see you being reasonable,’ he said. ‘How about getting rid of that stuff first?’ I set the bag outside the door. When I came back he was sprawled carelessly on the couch, worrying the cork out of a bottle of California wine. ‘ Magic’s thirsty work,’ he said apologetically. ‘I thought we might have a little drink.’

	 

	From my point of view, it was a good development. On second thought, I could improve on it. I sent him for a bucket of spring water, and showed him the trick the water-witch had taught me of transforming the water into sidecars. From then on, things proceeded well, though I have some qualms still about the tiny blue ghosts of long-gone water-bugs and mice we conjured up for practice, and released upon the countryside. But he assured me they would cause no trouble.

	 

	He had to go to the spring for another bucket before we were through, but after all water is cheap.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Perhaps he became drunker than he planned, for he let slip a piece of information which I think he had meant to keep secret: the ghost-raising spell was infallible; it worked every time. With it, you could touch a mouldered bone and create before you the wraith of the being whose articulation had comprised the bone. Or you could touch a living, breathing creature, and evoke the ghost of it.

	 

	And once the ghost was evoked, the creature, perforce, was dead.

	 

	Of course, murder was not what I had in mind for Brandon, not quite. The offence had been great enough, but on the long trip back to the city I had leisure to reflect on my friend’s fear of the consequences of lethal magic, and to decide that I needn’t go that far. Brandon was a pompous fraud, but if I could make his life its own punishment by means of harassment, there was no need to risk unknown penalties.

	 

	Besides, in a way - and now that the means of retaliation was at hand - I rather liked Brandon. I felt cheerful and mellow; it was more of a practical joke that I wanted to play on him than a condign punishment.

	 

	I got back to the city Sunday night, but waited until late Monday to go to the Museum. Brandon’s work habits were well known to me; at closing time on the first day of the week, he would inevitably be in his office.

	 

	I came in through the subway entrance where the crowds are heaviest. The guard didn’t see me, sparing me the need for telling him a lie. I went directly to the Hall of African Mammals and waited in the shadows there until the floor guard was out of sight. There was an exhibit room that had been ‘temporarily closed’ as far back as I can remember, and I still had the key that opened its door.

	 

	By half-past five the Museum was deserted except for a rare guard, a few tiresome old scholars like Brandon, mooning over their journals - and me. When I opened the door of my hiding-place, it was full dark. Only the stairwell lights were visible.

	 

	Brandon’s office is in the Paleontology wing on the third floor. I crept out of the exhibit room towards the stairwell, but before I reached it a thought occurred to me and I acted on it.

	 

	If you have been in the Museum, you’ve seen Leo. He is not the largest African lion on record, but he is nine feet from nose to knobbed tail, and no one passes his pedestal at the entrance to the Hall of African Mammals without at least one quiver at the back of the neck. As quietly as I could, I dragged the night guard’s chair over to Leo’s pedestal, stepped up on it, and went through the ritual of power. My friend had given me the necessary amulet, an apple-sized tangle of woven willow; I touched Leo with it on his stuffed flank and said the word I had learned.

	 

	There was a flicker, and at once, like a chrysalid leaving its cocoon, a pale bluish lion-shape slipped out of the embalmed figure and leaped noiselessly to the floor. The ghost of Leo stood immobile for a long second, his enormous nostrils testing heaven knows what impalpable atmosphere for scents. Then the jaws gaped, and with a sense that had nothing to do with my ears I heard, or thought I heard, his majestic roar.

	 

	I confess that for a moment I was breathing hard. My friend had said very positively that the wraiths could neither touch or harm me, or anyone else . . . but when the lion-ghost saw me, and charged, paws flailing and jaws dripping incorporeal foam, it took a major effort of will to hold my ground. Leo went through me with no more effect than a probably imaginary chill. He spun round, batted at me with a substanceless paw, roared another of those soundless roars, and then blinked and laid back his ears, like a housecat caught misconducting itself under a bed.

	 

	I exulted, and ignored him as I headed for the stairwell. The Akely group of elephants tempted me for a moment, but I passed them by.

	 

	But on the third floor temptation grew stronger. Just off the stairwell I entered the halls I had helped to arrange, sturdy glass cases with their tablets and stones recording the times the world has forgotten. I nodded at the Jonas fragment, for it was that, with its clear story of Nilotic wizardry that I had translated and Brandon sneered at as a fable, which had led to the break. Too bad, I thought to myself, that the stone itself had never had a life, so that I could evoke it to be the unarguable refutation of everything Brandon had said. . . .

	 

	And realized, of course, that though the stone was hopeless, the hall was littered with objects which were not. Beyond the stone’s case, for instance, was the sarcophagus of the Boy Pharaoh, lid standing next the case, mummy slim and erect inside it. They were plainly visible in the half-light; though the glass case was locked, I still had on my key ring the means to open it.

	 

	It was, I thought, worth taking a moment. I looked around carefully, but, though I did see something move behind me, on examination it turned out to be nothing but the lion-ghost gliding restlessly down the hall away from me, long tail lashing. I almost chuckled aloud as I thought of him finding his way out into the Park, and the newspaper headlines, and the statements for the Press the ‘ authorities’ would have to make.

	 

	But, for the moment, I had several other things on my mind. I lifted the mummy out; a patch of shoulder, the colour of clay and the texture of canvas, was bare. I touched it with the woven willow and whispered the word.

	 

	There was a faint, unheard rustle, and I became aware that I was not alone. It took a second for the bluish figure of the Boy to show itself - but at last there it was, cat-eyed, hawk-nosed, eyes open and looking at me. There was an emptiness in them, a vacuum where there should have been expression, which I found horrible to look at; I do not think that it was because the ghost was a ghost, but because of the incredible ages that had gone while this thing lay mouldering in the flesh and God knows where in the spirit, before I recalled it with the spell.

	 

	The boy opened his thin lips and spoke imperiously; in my mind I heard the words, but of course they meant nothing. I know modern Egyptian well enough, but there was no single sound in what the Pharaoh said that I recognized; and of course there were no phonemes in the ancient alphabet I had learned to translate. He said something again; then snarled, spat at me, turned and walked off. I let him go. When the Boy ruled Egypt he was eleven. The greatest good fortune the Egyptians ever had was that he never reached twelve.

	 

	I watched the slight, stiff figure stride imperiously away. Then I opened the door to Brandon’s office.

	 

	He stared at me like Joan staring at the White Lady. ‘ Ehrlich!’ he gasped.

	 

	‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Did you think I would go quietly away and die? I have something to show you, Brandon.’

	 

	On his desk was a conjur bag from the Gold Coast; I shook its contents out of it, discarded the herbs and the rocks, picked up the knucklebones for prophesying. ‘Magic,’ I told Brandon in echo of his own words, ‘is ninety per cent lies and ten per cent half-understood science. There is no truth in superstition. There are no ghosts. Therefore: Watch.’

	 

	I will say for the man that he didn’t scare. Now, thinking back, I must have seemed a dangerous figure to him, appearing at his door in a menacing manner at a suspicious time; but he sat watching me with all the poise of a freshman observing a demonstration of the precession of the pendulum. I touched the dry bones with the amulet and whispered, barely whispered, the word of power.

	 

	There was a surging of forces, and in the room with us was a wizened, irritable-looking blackman, no taller than my shoulder, as ugly a wraith as any I had seen. I turned to Brandon.’ Would you care to comment ?’ I asked formally.

	 

	Brandon’s hands were shaking, but he pursed his lips and touched his fingers together before he spoke. ‘These are not controlled conditions,’ he said. ‘But still - yes, Ehrlich, I may have been too hasty. If I owe you an apology I will give it. I will listen to anything you care to say.’ And he poured a glass of water from the carafe on his desk; and the only thing that showed he was in the least upset was that the glass filled and overflowed and the water ran across the desk and drenched his trousers before he took his eyes off the furious Bantu wraith. ‘Sorry,’ he said absently. ‘What are you going to do about him?’

	 

	‘Forget him,’ I said. ‘He will go away. Listen - can you hear him talking ?’ In my mind was a clacking, lip-smacking chant of anger that matched the little spectre’s gesticulations. He was jumping up and down around us, whirling about with his arms outstretched. ‘Interesting sight,’ I said. ‘I suppose he is trying to exorcise us, which is curious enough under the circumstances.’

	 

	‘Can you get rid of him? That noise is driving me insane,’ Brandon complained. ‘No? Then let’s step outside and leave him here. I want to hear about this.’

	 

	I shrugged, and followed him outside. The Little Bantu shouted soundlessly after us, but did not follow. We walked a few yards down the hall, as far as the entrance to the Hall of Reptiles, before the guttural yells died away from our inner ears; by which time Brandon had completely recovered his composure and I was losing mine. The taste of revenge was nothing like as sweet in the realization as it had been in the hope. With little enthusiasm I answered his questions, told him of what I had done after he had, in his obstinacy, driven me to throw my written resignation in his face. I told him how certain I had been that practitioners of magic were abroad in the world; how I had deduced that they would read magazines of witchcraft and the occult; how I had most laboriously tracked down an adept whose spells could not be explained away. ‘ I came back here,’ I finished moodily, ‘to make you eat your words, Brandon. But now - well, I don’t know where to go from here. I suppose I shall write a paper for the Journal.’

	 

	‘And this spell,’ Brandon persisted, ‘it works on anything? Any corpse, or fragment of skeleton, or anything that was once alive? It never fails?’

	 

	‘Never. Here - I’ll show you.’ I beckoned him to follow me into the Hall of Reptiles. All around us were memories of the saurian time before man, the fencelike giant lizard bones, the thick-jawed creatures from the earth’s early fresh-water oceans, the enormous murderers that stalked the ferny swamps a hundred million years ago. ‘Let’s see,’ I meditated, ‘suppose we try something small. This one, for instance.’

	 

	I gently lifted the cover off a little rabbit-sized lizard skeleton and touched it with the amulet. Once more, below Brandon’s threshold of hearing. I whispered the word; and under my hands a bluish cloud swirled into the shape of a clumsy puppy of a reptile, frightened red glints in its agate eyes. The mindless trifle shuddered and flinched as it caught sight of us, and scurried off into the shadows.

	 

	Brandon’s composure was gone again. ‘Good God,’ he said. ‘Ehrlich, do you realize what you’ve got here? What a tool for the paleontologists! They’ve been guessing and deducing and imagining what these things looked like - and probably guessing all wrong. Now you can show them!’

	 

	He was right, of course; there was no need to guess about the long-vanished envelopes of the skeletons they had so laboriously disinterred, when a touch and a word could bring them back, But - ‘ Of course,’ I said coldly. ‘ Perhaps I shall, in due course. But really, Brandon, can you imagine that I have any desire to help the paleontologists with their problems ?’

	 

	He gasped, ‘Ehrlich! What is this? What about the search for scientific truth ?’

	 

	I laughed in his face, though I must confess that still I was not enjoying my triumph. I sneered, ‘The search for scientific truth took a holiday when I first came to you to discuss this subject. I am not sure that I care to co-operate now that I am in a position to make my own terms.’

	 

	He said rigidly. ‘You want your job back. You shall have it.’

	 

	‘No, Brandon,’ I told him, ‘bribery won’t help you. The job is of no importance to me, you see. After all, I expect I can earn a living in another way, if I choose. Television, perhaps ? A turn on the vaudeville stage, if there still is a vaudeville stage - Professor Ehrlich and his Glamorous Ghosts? Cleopatra, Helen and Astarte, brought back before your eyes. I can do it, you know. Given a single fragment of a body, I can bring back its ghost as easily as I bring this one.’ And perhaps not entirely sanely - I was in a state not far from hysteria, I think - I thrust the amulet against the broad rib-cage of the Museum’s best brontosaur, and watched the bluish spirit of the beast sluggishly drag off down the hall.

	 

	Brandon said sharply, ‘Ehrlich! Think this over!’ But this was my moment, and I laughed at him.                  

	 

	Brandon and I heard the footsteps of the night guard at the same moment; Brandon called him over, and for a second I was instinctively worried. But, almost at once, I saw that I had nothing to fear. Perhaps I was guilty of some minor malfeasance - loitering, or trepass, or that catchall of police-court jurisprudence, disorderly conduct - but nothing more serious than that. And a reprimand from a magistrate was a small price to pay.

	 

	I walked carelessly away from Brandon and the running, yelling guard. Stegosaur was before me; I touched a spiny bone and called over my shoulder, ‘Tell the paleontologists, Brandon. Want to see more?’ The monster ghost appeared, writhing and convulsing; that beast had not died easily, for it was dripping spectral blood from a ripped cavern in its side. It fled clumsily from some eon-dead attacker, blundered through a wall and was gone.

	 

	I was shaken, but just before me was the massive bulk of tyrannosaur, the king lizard, the giant over-jawed killer of the dawn era that was evolution’s most deadly product; it was a temptation I could not resist. I stabbed the amulet at a segment of the brute’s skeletal tail, half-turning to Brandon and the guard as I said the word. I began to call to them, some mocking phrase. But the words died on my lips; for suddenly I knew that something was very wrong.

	 

	I looked back to tyrannosaur. There was no bluish wraith, no movement in the ancient bones. I stood startled for a fraction of a second, then I heard a thud at my feet. I looked down, and froze.

	 

	There on the floor at my feet - visible through the lower part of my fearfully bluish, transparent legs - was the limp and lifeless body of myself.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It was not at once that I deduced what had gone wrong, nor was it very quickly that I calmed down enough to realize fully my new status; but it should have been obvious. All the world knows that no really old skeleton is complete; the small, peripheral bones are almost always lost, dissolved or devoured by the time the excavators find the main bulk. And so the museums employ sculptors to piece out the missing parts in plaster of paris - vulgar plaster, whose silicon chemistry was never alive and cannot yield up a ghost. . . . But, as my friend had assured me, with what inner malicious glee I can only now appreciate, the woven willow never failed; and since there was no ghost to be conjured from the chunk of moulded plaster, it did what it had left to do, and conjured up the ghost of me.

	 

	All in all, I have no alternative but to admit, my present way of life (should I say, ‘of death?’) has its compensations. I do not need to eat or sleep, and I have the ancient little Bantu, N’Ginga, for company in the long night hours and when Brandon is away. He does not wish to make our existence public as yet, though most of the upper-echelon staff of the Museum knows about us; and he promises to find my friend from upstate New York as soon as he can, to find out how to release us from the compulsion to remain where we were commanded to appear. That I look forward to: once free of that part of the spell, both N’Ginga and I can go to meet others like us.

	 

	Meanwhile, I have my work, of dictating to Brandon and his helpers all that I can remember of all the magic I had learned. Both N’Ginga and I are anxious to do whatever Brandon wants of us, you see, which is why he is learning English. Partly it is because we want to advance the cause of scientific knowledge, and partly, too, because we are anxious to be released; it is a little lonely for us here. It wasn’t quite so bad while there were three of us, though the Boy Pharaoh was poor enough company. But when he ceased to be with us (I can’t find the proper words to describe the process, you see) it was the first time any of us had realized that even ghosts were, in some ways, vulnerable.

	 

	It was entirely my own fault and carelessness; but I wish I had not been so free to conjure up the ghosts of lions and lizards; I have wished it more and more since N’Ginga came running to me, face almost pale, to show me what lizard-teeth had done to the wraith of the Boy.
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	~ * ~

	 

	 

	Let the Ants Try

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gordy survived the Three-Hour War, even though Detroit didn’t: he was on his way to Washington, with his blueprints and models in his bag, when the bombs struck.

	 

	He had left his wife behind in the city, and not even a trace of her body was ever found. The children, of course, weren’t as lucky as that. Their summer camp was less than twenty miles away, and unfortunately in the direction of the prevailing wind. But they were not in any pain until the last few days of the month they had left to live. Gordy managed to fight his way back through the snarled, frantic airline controls to them. Even though he knew they would certainly die of radiation sickness, and they suspected it, there was still a whole blessed week of companionship before the pain got too bad.

	 

	That was about all the companionship Gordy had for the whole year of 1960.

	 

	He came back to Detroit, as soon as the radioactivity had died down; he had nowhere else to go. He found a house on the outskirts of the city, and tried to locate someone to buy it from. But the Emergency Administration laughed at him. ‘Move in, if you’re crazy enough to stay.’

	 

	When Gordy thought about it all, it occurred to him that he was in a sort of state of shock. His fine, trained mind almost stopped functioning. He ate and slept, and when it grew cold he shivered and built fires, and that was all. The War Department wrote him two or three times, and finally a Government man came around to ask what had happened to the things that Gordy had promised to bring to Washington. But he looked queerly at the pink, hairless mice that fed unmolested in the filthy kitchen, and he stood a careful distance away from Gordy’s hairy face and torn clothes.

	 

	He said, ‘The Secretary sent me here, Mr Gordy. He takes a personal interest in your discovery.’

	 

	Gordy shook his head. ‘The Secretary’s dead,’ he said. ‘They were all killed when Washington went.’

	 

	‘There’s a new Secretary,’ the man explained. He puffed on his cigarette and tossed it into the patch Gordy was scrabbling into a truck garden. ‘Arnold Cavanagh. He knows a great deal about you, and he told me, “If Salva Gordy has a weapon, we must have it. Our strength has been shattered. Tell Gordy we need his help.”‘

	 

	Gordy crossed his hands like a lean Buddha.

	 

	‘I haven’t got a weapon,’ he said.

	 

	‘You have something that can be used as a weapon. You wrote to Washington, before the war came, and said -’

	 

	‘The war is over,’ said Salva Gordy. The Government man sighed, and tried again, but in the end he went away. He never came back. The thing, Gordy thought, was undoubtedly written off as a crackpot idea after the man made his report; it was exactly that kind of a discovery anyhow.

	 

	It was May when John de Terry appeared. Gordy was spading his garden. ‘Give me something to eat,’ said the voice behind Gordy’s back.

	 

	Salva Gordy turned around and saw the small, dirty man who spoke. He rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You’ll have to work for it,’ he said.

	 

	‘All right.’ The newcomer set down his pack. ‘My name is John de Terry. I used to live here in Detroit.’

	 

	Salva Gordy said, ‘So did I.’

	 

	Gordy fed the man, and accepted a cigarette from him after they had eaten. The first puffs made him light-headed - it had been that long since he’d smoked - and through the smoke he looked at John de Terry amiably enough. Company would be all right, he thought. The pink mice had been company, of a sort; but it turned out that the mutation that made them hairless had also given them an appetite for meat. And after the morning when he had awakened to find tiny toothmarks in his leg, he’d had to destroy them. And there had been no other animal since, nothing but the ants.

	 

	‘Are you going to stay ?’ Gordy asked.

	 

	De Terry said, ‘If I can. What’s your name ?’ When Gordy told him, some of the animal look went out of his eyes, and wonder took its place. ‘Doctor Salva Gordy?’ he asked. ‘Mathematics and physics in Pasadena ?’

	 

	‘Yes, I used to teach at Pasadena.’

	 

	‘And I studied there.’ John de Terry rubbed absently at his ruined clothes. ‘That was a long time ago. You didn’t know me; I majored in biology. But I knew you.’

	 

	Gordy stood up and carefully put out the stub of his cigarette. ‘It was too long ago,’ he said. ‘I hardly remember. Shall we work in the garden now ?’

	 

	Together they sweated in the spring sunlight that afternoon, and Gordy discovered that what had been hard work for one man went quickly enough for two. They worked clear to the edge of the plot before the sun reached the horizon. John de Terry stopped and leaned on his spade, panting.

	 

	He gestured to the rank growth beyond Gordy’s patch. ‘We can make a bigger garden,’ he said. ‘Clear out that truck, and plant more food. We might even -’ He stopped. Gordy was shaking his head.

	 

	‘You can’t clear it out,’ said Gordy. ‘It’s rank stuff, a sort of crabgrass with a particularly tough root. I can’t even cut it. It’s all around here, and it’s spreading.’

	 

	De Terry grimaced. ‘Mutation?’

	 

	‘I think so. And look.’ Gordy beckoned to the other man and led him to the very edge of the cleared area. He bent down, picked up something red and wriggling between his thumb and forefinger.

	 

	De Terry took it from his hand. ‘Another mutation?’ He brought the thing close to his eyes. ‘It’s almost like an ant,’ he said. ‘Except - well, the thorax is all wrong. And it’s soft-bodied.’ He fell silent, examining the thing.

	 

	He said something under his breath, and threw the insect from him. ‘You wouldn’t have a microscope, I suppose? No - and yet, that thing is hard to believe. It’s an ant, but it doesn’t seem to have a tracheal breathing system at all. It’s something different.’

	 

	‘Everything’s different,’ Gordy said. He pointed to a couple of abandoned rows. ‘I had carrots there. At least, I thought they were carrots; when I tried to eat them they made me sick.’ He sighed heavily. ‘Humanity has had its chance, John,’ he said. ‘The atomic bomb wasn’t enough; we had to turn everything into a weapon. Even I, I made a weapon out of something that had nothing to do with war. And our weapons have blown up in our faces.’

	 

	De Terry grinned. ‘Maybe the ants will do better. It’s their turn now.’

	 

	‘I wish it were.’ Gordy stirred earth over the boiling entrance to an anthole and watched the insects in their consternation. ‘They’re too small, I’m afraid.’

	 

	‘Why, no. These ants are different, Dr Gordy. Insects have always been small because their breathing system is so poor. But these are mutated. I think - I think they actually have lungs. They could grow, Dr Gordy. And if ants were the size of men . . . they’d rule the world.’

	 

	‘Lunged ants!’ Gordy’s eyes gleamed. ‘Perhaps they will rule the world, John. Perhaps when the human race finally blows itself up once and for all. . .’

	 

	De Terry shook his head, and looked down again at his tattered, filthy clothes. ‘The next blow-up is the last blow-up,’ he said. ‘The ants come too late, by millions and millions of years.’

	 

	He picked up his spade. ‘I’m hungry again, Dr Gordy,’ he said.

	 

	They went back to the house and, without conversation, they ate. Gordy was preoccupied, and de Terry was too new in the household to force him to talk.

	 

	It was sundown when they had finished, and Gordy moved slowly to light a lamp. Then he stopped.

	 

	‘It’s your first night, John,’ he said. ‘Come down to the cellar. We’ll start the generator and have real electric lights in your honour.’

	 

	De Terry followed the older man down a flight of stairs, groping in the dark. By candlelight they worked over a gasoline generator; it was stiff from disuse, but once it started it ran cleanly. ‘I salvaged it from my own,’ Gordy explained. ‘The generator - and that.’

	 

	He swept an arm towards a corner of the basement. ‘I told you I invented a weapon,’ he added. ‘That’s it.’

	 

	De Terry looked. It was as much like a cage as anything, he thought - the height of a man and almost cubical. ‘What does it do ?’ he asked.

	 

	For the first time in months, Salva Gordy smiled. ‘I can’t tell you in English,’ he said. ‘And I doubt that you speak mathematics. The closest I can come is to say that it displaces temporal co-ordinates. Is that gibberish?’

	 

	‘It is,’ said de Terry. ‘What does it do?’

	 

	‘Well, the War Department had a name for it - a name they borrowed from H. G. Wells. They called it a Time Machine.’ He met de Terry’s shocked, bewildered stare calmly. ‘A time machine,’ he repeated. ‘You see, John, we can give the ants a chance after all, if you like.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Fourteen hours later they stepped into the cage, its batteries charged again and its strange motor whining . . .

	 

	And, forty million years earlier, they stepped out on to quaking, humid soil.

	 

	Gordy felt himself trembling, and with an effort managed to stop. ‘No dinosaurs or saber-toothed tigers in sight,’ he reported.

	 

	‘Not for a long time yet,’ de Terry agreed. Then, ‘My Lord!’

	 

	He looked around him with his mouth open wide. There, was no wind, and the air was warm and wet. Large trees were clustered quite thickly around them - or what looked like trees; de Terry decided they were rather some sort of soft-stemmed ferns or fungi. Overhead was deep cloud.

	 

	Gordy shivered. ‘Give me the ants,’ he ordered.

	 

	Silently de Terry handed them over. Gordy poked a hole in the soft earth with his finger and carefully tilted the flask, dropped one of the ant queens he had unearthed in the back yard. From her belly hung a slimy mass of eggs. A few yards away - it should have been farther, he thought, but he was afraid to get too far from de Terry and the machine - he made another hole and repeated the process.

	 

	There were eight queens. When the eighth was buried he flung the bottle away and came back to de Terry. ‘That’s it,’ he said.

	 

	De Terry exhaled. His solemn face cracked in a sudden embarrassed smile. ‘I - I guess I feel like God,’ he said. ‘Good Lord, Dr Gordy! Talk about your great moments in history - this is all of them! I’ve been thinking about it and the only event I can remember that measures up is the Flood. Not even that. We’ve created a race!’

	 

	‘If they survive, we have.’ Gordy wiped a drop of condensed moisture off the side of his time machine and puffed. ‘I wonder how they’ll get along with mankind,’ he said.

	 

	They were silent for a moment, considering. From somewhere in the fern jungle came a raucous animal cry. Both men looked up in quick apprehension, but moments passed and the animal did not appear.

	 

	Finally de Terry said, ‘Maybe we’d better go back.’ 

	 

	‘All right.’ Stiffly they climbed into the closet-sized interior of the time machine.

	 

	Gordy stood with his hand on the control wheel, thinking about the ants. Assuming that they survived - assuming that in 40,000,000 years they grew larger and developed brains - what would happen ? Would men be able to live in peace with them ? Would it - might it not make men brothers, joined against an alien race?

	 

	Might this thing prevent human war, and - his thoughts took an insane leap - could it have prevented the war that destroyed Gordy’s family!

	 

	Beside him, de Terry stirred restlessly. Gordy jumped, and turned the wheel, and was in the dark mathematical vortex which might have been a fourth dimension.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	They stopped the machine in the middle of a city, but the city was not Detroit. It was not a human city at all.

	 

	The machine was at rest in a narrow street, half blocking it. Around them towered conical metal structures, some of them a hundred feet high. There were vehicles moving in the street, one coming towards them and stopping.

	 

	‘Dr Gordy!’ de Terry whispered.’ Do you see them ?’

	 

	Salva Gordy swallowed. ‘I see them,’ he said.

	 

	He stepped out of the time machine and stood waiting to greet the race to which he had given life.

	 

	For these were the children of ants in the three-wheeled vehicle. Behind a transparent windshield he could see them clearly.

	 

	De Terry was standing close behind him now, and Gordy could feel the younger man’s body shaking. ‘They’re ugly things,’ Gordy said mildly.

	 

	‘Ugly! They’re filthy!’

	 

	The antlike creatures were as big as a man, but hard-looking and as obnoxious as black beetles. Their eyes, Gordy saw with surprise, had mutated more than their bodies. For, instead of faceted insect eyes, they possessed iris, cornea and pupil - not round, or vertical like a cat’s eyes, or horizontal like a horse’s eyes, but irregular and blotchy. But they seemed like vertebrate’s eyes, and they were strange and unnatural in the parchment blackness of an ant’s bulged head.

	 

	Gordy stepped forward, and simultaneously the ants came out of their vehicle. For a moment they faced each other, the humans and the ants, silently.

	 

	‘What do I do now?’ Gordy asked de Terry over his shoulder.

	 

	De Terry laughed - or gasped. Gordy wasn’t sure. ‘Talk to them,’ he said.’ What else is there to do ?’

	 

	Gordy swallowed. He resolutely did not attempt to speak in English to these creatures, knowing as surely as he knew his name that English - and probably any other language involving sound - would be incomprehensible to them. But he found himself smiling pacifically to them, and that was of course as bad . . . the things had no expressions of their own, that he could see, and certainly they would have no precedent to help interpret a human smile.

	 

	Gordy raised his hand in the semantically sound gesture of peace, and waited to see what the insects would do.

	 

	They did nothing.

	 

	Gordy bit his lip and, feeling idiotic, bowed stiffly to the ants.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The ants did nothing. De Terry said from behind, ‘Try talking to them, Dr Gordy.’

	 

	‘That’s silly,’ Gordy said. ‘They can’t hear.’ But it was no sillier than anything else. Irritably, but making the words very clear, he said, ‘We . . . are . . . friends.’

	 

	The ants did nothing. They just stood there, with the unwinking pupiled eyes fixed on Gordy. They didn’t shift from foot to foot as a human might, or scratch themselves, or even show the small movement of human breathing. They just stood there.

	 

	‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ said de Terry. ‘Here, let me try.’

	 

	He stepped in front of Gordy and faced the ant-things. He pointed to himself. ‘I am human,’ he said. ‘Mammalian.’ He pointed to the ants. ‘You are insects. That -’ he pointed to the time machine - ‘took us to the past, where we made it possible for you to exist.’ He waited for reaction, but there wasn’t any. De Terry clicked his tongue and began again. He pointed to the tapering metal structures. ‘This is your city,’ he said.

	 

	Gordy, listening to him, felt the hopelessness of the effort. Something disturbed the thin hairs at the back of his skull, and he reached absently to smooth them down. His hand encountered something hard and inanimate - not cold, but, like spongy wood, without temperature at all. He turned around. Behind them were half a dozen larger ants. Drones, he thought - or did ants have drones ? ‘John,’ he said softly . . . and the inefficient, fragile-looking pincer that had touched him clamped his shoulder. There was no strength to it, he thought at once. Until he moved, instinctively, to get away, and then a thousand sharp serrations slipped through the cloth of his coat and into the skin. It was like catching oneself on a cluster of tiny fishhooks. He shouted, ‘John! Watch out!’

	 

	De Terry, bending low for the purpose of pointing at the caterpillar treads of the ant vehicle, straightened up, startled. He turned to run, and was caught in a step. Gordy heard him yell, but Gordy had troubles of his own and could spare no further attention for de Terry.

	 

	When two of the ants had him, Gordy stopped struggling. He felt warm blood roll down his arm, and the pain was like being flayed. From where he hung between the ants, he could see the first two, still standing before their vehicle, still motionless.

	 

	There was a sour reek in his nostrils, and he traced it to the ants that held him, and wondered if he smelled as bad to them. The two smaller ants abruptly stirred and moved forward rapidly on eight thin legs to the time machine. Gordy’s captors turned and followed them, and for the first time since the scuffle he saw de Terry. The younger man was hanging limp from the lifted forelegs of a single ant, with two more standing guard beside. There was pulsing blood from a wound on de Terry’s neck. Unconscious, Gordy thought mechanically, and turned his head to watch the ants at the machine.

	 

	It was a disappointing sight. They merely stood there, and no one moved. Then Gordy heard de Terry grunt and swear weakly. ‘How are you, John?’ he called.

	 

	De Terry grimaced. ‘Not very good. What happened?’

	 

	Gordy shook his head, and sought for words to answer. But the two ants turned in unison from the time machine and glided towards de Terry, and Gordy’s words died in his throat. Delicately one of them extended a foreleg to touch de Terry’s chest.

	 

	Gordy saw it coming. ‘John!’ he shrieked - and then it was all over, and de Terry’s scream was harsh in his ear and he turned his head away. Dimly from the corner of his eye he could see the sawlike claws moving up and down, but there was no life left in de Terry to protest.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Salva Gordy sat against a wall and looked at the ants who were looking at him. If it hadn’t been for that which was done to de Terry, he thought, there would really be nothing to complain about.

	 

	It was true that the ants had given him none of the comforts that humanity lavishes on even its criminals ... but they had fed him, and allowed him to sleep - when it suited their convenience, of course - and there were small signs that they were interested in his comfort, in their fashion. When the pulpy mush they first offered him came up thirty minutes later, his multi-legged hosts brought him a variety of foods, of which he was able to swallow some fairly palatable fruits. He was housed in a warm room. And, if it had neither chairs nor windows, Gordy thought, that was only because ants had no use for these themselves. And he couldn’t ask for them.

	 

	That was the big drawback, he thought. That . . . and the memory of John de Terry.

	 

	He squirmed on the hard floor until his shoulder-blades found a new spot to prop themselves against, and stared again at the committee of ants who had come to see him.

	 

	They were working an angular thing that looked like a camera - at least, it had a glittering something that might be a lens. Gordy stared into it sullenly. The sour reek was in his nostrils again....

	 

	Gordy admitted to himself that things hadn’t worked out just as he had planned. Deep under the surface of his mind - just now beginning to come out where he could see it - there had been a furtive hope. He had hoped that the rise of the ants, with the help he had given them, would aid and speed the rise of mankind. For hatred, Gordy knew, started in the recoil from things that were different. A man’s first enemy is his family - for he sees them first - but he sides with them against the families across the way. And still his neighbours are allies against the Ghettos and Harlems of his town - and his town to him is the heart of the nation - and his nation commands life and death in war.

	 

	For Gordy, there had been a buried hope that a separate race would make a whipping-boy for the passions of humanity. And that, if there were struggle, it would not be between man and man, but between the humans... and the ants.

	 

	There had been this buried hope, but the hope was denied. For the ants simply had not allowed man to rise.

	 

	The ants put up their camera-like machine, and Gordy looked up in expectation. Half a dozen of them left, and two stayed on. One was the smallish creature with a bangle on the foreleg which seemed to be his personal jailer; the other a stranger to Gordy, as far as he could tell.

	 

	The two ants stood motionless for a period of time that Gordy found tedious. He changed his position, and lay on the floor, and thought of sleeping. But sleep would not come. There was no evading the knowledge that he had wiped out his own race - annihilated them by preventing them from birth, forty million years before his own time. He was like no other murderer since Cain, Gordy thought, and wondered that he felt no blood on his hands.

	 

	There was a signal that he could not perceive, and his guardian ant came forward to him, nudged him outward from the wall. He moved as he was directed - out of the low exit-hole (he had to navigate it on hands and knees) and down a corridor to the bright day outside.

	 

	The light set Gordy blinking. Half blind, he followed the bangled ant across a square to a conical shed. More ants were waiting there, circled around a litter of metal parts. Gordy recognized them at once. It was his time machine, stripped piece by piece.

	 

	After a moment the ant nudged him again, impatiently, and Gordy understood what they wanted. They had taken the machine apart for study, and they wanted it put together again.

	 

	Pleased with the prospect of something to do with his fingers and his brain, Gordy grinned and reached for the curious ant-made tools. . . .

	 

	He ate four times, and slept once, never moving from the neighbourhood of the cone-shaped shed. And then he was finished.

	 

	Gordy stepped back. ‘It’s all yours,’ he said proudly. ‘It’ll take you anywhere. A present from humanity to you.’

	 

	The ants were very silent. Gordy looked at them and saw drone-ants in the group, all still as statues.

	 

	‘Hey!’ he said in startlement, unthinking. And then the needle-jawed ant claw took him from behind.

	 

	Gordy had a moment of nausea - and then terror and hatred swept it away.

	 

	Heedless of the needles that laced his skin, he struggled and kicked against the creatures that held him. One arm came free, leaving gobbets of flesh behind, and his heavy shod foot plunged into a pulpy eye. The ant made a whistling, gasping sound and stood erect on four hairy legs.

	 

	Gordy felt himself jerked a dozen feet into the air, then flung free in the wild, silent agony of the ant. He crashed into the ground, cowering away from the staggering monster. Sobbing, he pushed himself to his feet; the machine was behind him; he turned and blundered into it a step ahead of the other ants, and spun the wheel.

	 

	A hollow insect leg, detached from the ant that had been closest to him, was flopping about on the floor of the machine; it had been that close.

	 

	Gordy stopped the machine where it had started, on the same quivering, primordial bog, and lay crouched over the controls for a long time before he moved.

	 

	He had made a mistake, he and de Terry; there weren’t any doubts left at all. And there was ... there might be a way to right it.

	 

	He looked out at the Coal Measure forest. The fern trees were not the fern trees he had seen before; the machine had been moved in space. But the time, he knew, was identically the same; trust the machine for that. He thought: I gave the world to the ants, right here. I can take it back. I can find the ants I buried and crush them underfoot... or intercept myself before I bury them. . . .

	 

	He got out of the machine, suddenly panicky. Urgency squinted his eyes as he peered around him.

	 

	Death had been very close in the ant city; the reaction still left Gordy limp. And was he safe here? He remembered the violent animal scream he had heard before, and shuddered at the thought of furnishing a casual meal to some dinosaur ... while the ant queens lived safely to produce their horrid young.

	 

	A gleam of metal through the fern trees made his heart leap. Burnished metal here could mean but one thing - the machine!

	 

	Around a clump of fern trees, their bases covered with thick club mosses, he ran, and saw the machine ahead. He raced towards it - then came to a sudden stop, slipping on the damp ground. For there were two machines in sight.

	 

	The farther machine was his own, and through the screening mosses he could see two figures standing in it, his own and de Terry’s.

	 

	But the nearer was a larger machine, and a strange design.

	 

	And from it came a hastening mob - not a mob of men, but of black insect shapes racing towards him.

	 

	Of course, thought Gordy, as he turned hopelessly to run - of course, the ants had infinite time to work in. Time enough to build a machine after the pattern of his own - and time to realize what they had to do to him, to ensure their own race safety.

	 

	Gordy stumbled, and the first of the black things was upon him.

	 

	As his panicky lungs filled with air for the last time, Gordy knew what animal had screamed in the depths of the Coal Measure forest.
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	~ * ~

	 

	 

	Pythias

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I am sitting on the edge of what passes for a bed. It is made of loosely woven strips of steel, and there is no mattress, only an extra blanket of thin olive-drab. It isn’t comfortable; but of course they expect to make me still more uncomfortable.

	 

	They expect to take me out of this precinct jail to the District prison and eventually to the death house.

	 

	Sure, there will be a trial first, but that is only a formality. Not only did they catch me with the smoking gun in my hand and Connaught bubbling to death through the hole in his throat, but I admitted it.

	 

	I—knowing what I was doing, with, as they say, malice aforethought—deliberately shot to death Laurence Connaught.

	 

	They execute murderers. So they mean to execute me.

	 

	Especially because Laurence Connaught had saved my life.

	 

	Well, there are extenuating circumstances. I do not think they would convince a jury.

	 

	Connaught and I were close friends for years. We lost touch during the war. We met again in Washington, a few years after the war was over. We had, to some extent, grown apart; he had become a man with a mission. He was working very hard on something and he did not choose to discuss his work and there was nothing else in his life on which to form a basis for communication. And—well, I had my own life, too. It wasn’t scientific research in my case—I flunked out of med school, while he went on. I’m not ashamed of it; it is nothing to be ashamed of. I simply was not able to cope with the messy business of carving corpses. I didn’t like it, I didn’t want to do it, and when I was forced to do it, I did it badly. So—I left.

	 

	Thus I have no string of degrees, but you don’t need them in order to be a Senate guard.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Does that sound like a terribly impressive career to you? Of course not; but I liked it. The Senators are relaxed and friendly when the guards are around, and you learn wonderful things about what goes on behind the scenes of government. And a Senate guard is in a position to do favors—for newspapermen, who find a lead to a story useful; for government officials, who sometimes base a whole campaign on one careless, repeated remark; and for just about anyone who would like to be in the visitors’ gallery during a hot debate.

	 

	Larry Connaught, for instance. I ran into him on the street one day, and we chatted for a moment, and he asked if it was possible to get him in to see the upcoming foreign relations debate. It was; I called him the next day and told him I had arranged for a pass. And he was there, watching eagerly with his moist little eyes, when the Secretary got up to speak and there was that sudden unexpected yell, and the handful of Central American fanatics dragged out their weapons and began trying to change American policy with gunpowder.

	 

	You remember the story, I suppose. There were only three of them, two with guns, one with a hand grenade. The pistol men managed to wound two Senators and a guard. I was right there, talking to Connaught. I spotted the little fellow with the hand grenade and tackled him. I knocked him down, but the grenade went flying, pin pulled, seconds ticking away. I lunged for it. Larry Connaught was ahead of me.

	 

	The newspaper stories made heroes out of both of us. They said it was miraculous that Larry, who had fallen right on top of the grenade, had managed to get it away from himself and so placed that when it exploded no one was hurt.

	 

	For it did go off—and the flying steel touched nobody. The papers mentioned that Larry had been knocked unconscious by the blast. He was unconscious, all right.

	 

	He didn’t come to for six hours and when he woke up, he spent the next whole day in a stupor.

	 

	I called on him the next night. He was glad to see me.

	 

	“That was a close one, Dick,” he said. “Take me back to Tarawa.”

	 

	I said, “I guess you saved my life, Larry.”

	 

	“Nonsense, Dick! I just jumped. Lucky, that’s all.”

	 

	“The papers said you were terrific. They said you moved so fast, nobody could see exactly what happened.”

	 

	He made a deprecating gesture, but his wet little eyes were wary. “Nobody was really watching, I suppose.”

	 

	“I was watching,” I told him flatly.

	 

	He looked at me silently for a moment.

	 

	“I was between you and the grenade,” I said. “You didn’t go past me, over me, or through me. But you were on top of the grenade.”

	 

	He started to shake his head.

	 

	I said, “Also, Larry, you fell on the grenade. It exploded underneath you. I know, because I was almost on top of you, and it blew you clear off the floor of the gallery. Did you have a bulletproof vest on?”

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	He cleared his throat. “Well, as a matter of—”

	 

	“Cut it out, Larry! What’s the answer?”

	 

	He took off his glasses and rubbed his watery eyes. He grumbled, “Don’t you read the papers? It went off a yard away.”

	 

	“Larry,” I said gently, “I was there.”

	 

	He slumped back in his chair, staring at me. Larry Connaught was a small man, but he never looked smaller than he did in that big chair, looking at me as though I were Mr. Nemesis himself.

	 

	Then he laughed. He surprised me; he sounded almost happy. He said, “Well, hell, Dick—I had to tell somebody about it sooner or later. Why not you?”

	 

	I can’t tell you all of what he said. I’ll tell most of it—but not the part that matters.

	 

	I’ll never tell that part to anybody.

	 

	Larry said, “I should have known you’d remember.” He smiled at me ruefully, affectionately. “Those bull sessions in the Caféterias, eh? Talking all night about everything. But you remembered.”

	 

	“You claimed that the human mind possessed powers of psychokinesis,” I said. “You argued that just by the mind, without moving a finger or using a machine, a man could move his body anywhere, instantly. You said that nothing was impossible to the mind.”

	 

	I felt like an absolute fool saying those things; they were ridiculous notions. Imagine a man thinking himself from one place to another! But—I had been on that gallery.

	 

	I licked my lips and looked to Larry Connaught for confirmation.

	 

	“I was all wet,” Larry laughed. “Imagine!”

	 

	I suppose I showed surprise, because he patted my shoulder.

	 

	He said, becoming sober, “Sure, Dick, you’re wrong, but you’re right all the same. The mind alone can’t do anything of the sort—that was just a silly kid notion. But,” he went on, “but there are—well, techniques—linking the mind to physical forces—simple physical forces that we all use every day—that can do it all. Everything! Everything I ever thought of and things I haven’t found out yet.

	 

	“Fly across the ocean? In a second, Dick! Wall off an exploding bomb? Easily! You saw me do it. Oh, it’s work. It takes energy—you can’t escape natural law. That was what knocked me out for a whole day. But that was a hard one; it’s a lot easier, for instance, to make a bullet miss its target. It’s even easier to lift the cartridge out of the chamber and put it in my pocket, so that the bullet can’t even be fired. Want the Crown Jewels of England? I could get them, Dick!”

	 

	I asked, “Can you see the future?”

	 

	He frowned. “That’s silly. This isn’t supersti—”

	 

	“How about reading minds?”

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Larry’s expression cleared. “Oh, you’re remembering some of the things I said years ago. No, I can’t do that either, Dick. Maybe, some day, if I keep working at this thing— Well, I can’t right now. There are things I can do, though, that are just as good.”

	 

	“Show me something you can do,” I asked.

	 

	He smiled. Larry was enjoying himself; I didn’t begrudge it to him. He had hugged this to himself for years, from the day he found his first clue, through the decade of proving and experimenting, almost always being wrong, but always getting closer.... He needed to talk about it. I think he was really glad that, at last, someone had found him out.

	 

	He said, “Show you something? Why, let’s see, Dick.” He looked around the room, then winked. “See that window?”

	 

	I looked. It opened with a slither of wood and a rumble of sash weights. It closed again.

	 

	“The radio,” said Larry. There was a click and his little set turned itself on. “Watch it.”

	 

	It disappeared and reappeared.

	 

	“It was on top of Mount Everest,” Larry said, panting a little.

	 

	The plug on the radio’s electric cord picked itself up and stretched toward the baseboard socket, then dropped to the floor again.

	 

	“No,” said Larry, and his voice was trembling, “I’ll show you a hard one. Watch the radio, Dick. I’ll run it without plugging it in! The electrons themselves—”

	 

	He was staring intently at the little set. I saw the dial light go on, flicker, and hold steady; the speaker began to make scratching noises. I stood up, right behind Larry, right over him.

	 

	I used the telephone on the table beside him. I caught him right beside the ear and he folded over without a murmur. Methodically, I hit him twice more, and then I was sure he wouldn’t wake up for at least an hour. I rolled him over and put the telephone back in its cradle.

	 

	I ransacked his apartment. I found it in his desk: All his notes. All the information. The secret of how to do the things he could do.

	 

	I picked up the telephone and called the Washington police. When I heard the siren outside, I took out my service revolver and shot him in the throat. He was dead before they came in.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	For, you see, I knew Laurence Connaught. We were friends. I would have trusted him with my life. But this was more than just a life.

	 

	Twenty-three words told how to do the things that Laurence Connaught did. Anyone who could read could do them. Criminals, traitors, lunatics—the formula would work for anyone.

	 

	Laurence Connaught was an honest man and an idealist, I think. But what would happen to any man when he became God? Suppose you were told twenty-three words that would let you reach into any bank vault, peer inside any closed room, walk through any wall? Suppose pistols could not kill you?

	 

	They say power corrupts; and absolute power corrupts absolutely. And there can be no more absolute power than the twenty-three words that can free a man of any jail or give him anything he wants. Larry was my friend. But I killed him in cold blood, knowing what I did, because he could not be trusted with the secret that could make him king of the world.
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	~ * ~

	 

	 

	The Mapmakers

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was one of those crazy, chance-in-a-million accidents. A particle of meteoric matter slammed into Starship Terra II in hyperspace. It was only a small particle, but it penetrated three bulkheads, injuring Lieutenant Groden and destroying the Celestial Atlas. It couldn’t happen in a hundred years - but it had happened.

	 

	That was the end of the road for Starship Terra II. The damage-control parties patched the bulkheads easily enough. But the Atlas - the only record on board of the incomprehensible Riemannian configurations of hyperspace - was a total loss.

	 

	The captain gave orders for Spohn, the Celestial Atlas, to be buried in space and called an emergency officers’ meeting in the wardroom.

	 

	Terra II was in normal space and free fall. A trace of smoky kerosene odour still hung in the wardroom, but there was none of the queasy unrecognizable slipping motion of the hyperspace ‘jump’, and the captain had ordered the ship spun to give them a touch of simulated gravity. The officers were managing to look alert and responsive as they faced their skipper.

	 

	The captain was a hard-muscled, hard-eyed career naval officer, and by definition an ambitious man - else he would hardly have asked for the command of a charting flight. He walked briskly in from his own quarters, neither hurrying nor slow. He would walk at that same pace to receive his admiral’s stars when that day came, or to his execution, if it ever came to that.

	 

	He assumed his place at the head of the table and took the precise ten seconds his martinet mind allotted him for looking around the wardroom. Then he said,’ We’re in trouble.’

	 

	The men in the wardroom hitched their hips a quarter inch closer to the ward table.

	 

	The captain nodded and said it again, ‘We’re in the soup, and we’re a long way from home, and nobody is going to come to get us out of it. We’ll have to do it ourselves, if we can. Ciccarelli’s trying to get us a fix, but I can tell you right now, we’re not close to Sol. There isn’t a constellation in the sky that you or I or anybody else ever saw before. We might be a hundred light-years from home, we might be ten thousand.’ 

	 

	The Exec cleared his throat. ‘Sir, what about our records ?’ 

	 

	‘What records? They went with the Atlas, Hal. We can’t retrace our way to Earth.’

	 

	‘No, sir, that’s not what I mean. I understand that. But our charting records from Earth to here, we still have those. They won’t do us any good, because we can’t follow them backward - hyperspace doesn’t work that way But Earth needs them.’

	 

	‘Sure. What can we do about it ? If we could get them back, we could get back ourselves. The whole trouble - Yes ? What is it, Lorch?’

	 

	Ensign Lorch saluted from the door of the wardroom. ‘Spohn’s body, sir,’ he rapped out. ‘It’s ready for burial now. Would the captain like to conduct the services ?’ 

	 

	‘The captain will. What about Groden ?’ 

	 

	Lorch said. ‘He isn’t good, sir. He’s unconscious and his head is bandaged up. The surgeon thinks it’s bad. But we won’t know for sure for at least a couple of hours.’

	 

	The captain nodded, and Lorch quickly took his seat. He was the youngest officer in Terra II in years, six months out of the Academy and still unable to vote. He listened to the discussion of ways and means with deference masking a keen feeling of excitement. The adventure of the unknown star lanes! That was why Lorch had signed up in the charting service, and he was getting it.

	 

	Perhaps more, even, than he had bargained for.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The trouble with Terra II was that she was playing a cosmic game of blind-man’s-buff. Jumping into hyperspace was like leaping through a shadow, blindfolded; there was no way of knowing in advance what lay on the other side.

	 

	The first hyperspace rocket had taught a few lessons, expensively learned. On its first jump into hyperspace, Terra I had been ‘out’ for just under one second - just enough, that is, for the jump generators to swing the ship into and out of the Riemannian n-dimensional composite that they called hyperspace for lack of a better term.

	 

	And it had taken Terra I nearly a year to limp back home, in normal space all the way, its generators a smouldering ruin. Back still again to the drawing boards!

	 

	But it was no one’s fault. Who could have foreseen that any electric current, however faint, would so warp the field as to blow up the generators ? The lesson was plain:

	 

	No electrical equipment in use during a jump.

	 

	So Terra I, rebuilt, re-equipped and with a new crew, tried again. And this time there were no power failures. The only failure, this time, was the human element.

	 

	Because in hyperspace, the Universe was a crazy-quilt of screaming patterns and shimmering lights, no more like the ordered normal-space pattern of stars than the view through a kaleidoscope is like the coloured shreds of paper at its focus.

	 

	So the Celestial Atlas was added to the complement of a hyperspace rocket’s crew. And Terra I was rebuilt, and Terra II and Terra III and Terra IV came off the ways. And Earth cast its bait into the turgid depths of hyperspace again and again ....

	 

	The crews of the charting service were all volunteers, all rigidly screened. The ten officers who made up the wardroom of Terra II were as brilliant and able a group as ever assembled, but the emergency officers’ meeting was a failure, all the same.

	 

	There just wasn’t any way back.

	 

	‘We’re the trail-blazers,’ rumbled the captain. ‘If we had a duplicate Celestial Atlas - but we don’t. Well, that’s something for the next ship to bear in mind, if we ever get back to tell them about it.’

	 

	Ensign Lorch said tentatively, ‘Sir, don’t we have one ?’

	 

	The captain rasped, ‘Of course not, man! I just finished saying we didn’t. You should know that.’

	 

	‘Yes, sir. But that’s not exactly what I meant. We have a Library and, as I understand it, the Library is basically the same as the Atlas - a trained total-recall observer. Doesn’t any of the information in the Library duplicate the Atlas ?’

	 

	‘Now that,’ said the captain after a pause, ‘is worth thinking about. What about it, Hal ?’ 

	 

	The Exec said, ‘Worth a try, captain.’ 

	 

	‘Right. Yoel, get her up here.’ Lieutenant Yoel saluted and spoke into the communications tube. The captain went on reflectively. ‘Probably won’t work, of course, but we’ll try anything. Anybody else got a suggestion ?’

	 

	‘Dead reckoning, sir?’ Yoel suggested. ‘I know we’ve got the record of our fixes so far; can we try just backtracking ?’

	 

	‘Won’t work,’ the captain said positively. ‘If we could be absolutely exact, maybe. But without an Atlas we can’t be. And a centimetres’ divergence at the beginning of a run might put us a thousand kilometres off at the end. A thousand kilometres in hyperspace - heaven knows what that might come to in normal space. Anything from a million light-years down.

	 

	‘I couldn’t do it, Yoel. Even Groden couldn’t do it with his eyes, and he’s the best shiphandler on board. And I don’t think he’s going to have his eyes, anyway, at least not for a long time. Maybe for ever, if we don’t get back to the eye banks on Earth: Without the Atlas, we’re as blind as Groden.’

	 

	The speaking tube interrupted and rescued Yoel. It whistled thinly: ‘Recorder Mate Eklund reporting to the wardroom.’

	 

	‘Send her in,’ said the Exec, and the Library, Nancy Eklund, RM2c, marched smartly into the meeting.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It wasn’t going to work; the captain knew it in the first few words. They spent an hour sweating the Library of all of her relevant data, but it was wasted effort.

	 

	The captain thought wistfully of Recorder Mate Spohn, the lost Celestial Atlas. With him on the bridge, hyperspace navigation had been - well, not easy, but possible. For Spohn was trained in the techniques of total recall. The shifting, multicoloured values of Riemannian space formed totals in his mind, so that he could actually navigate by means of a process of mental analysis and synthesis so rapid and complex that it became a sort of gestalt.

	 

	Of course, a twelve-stage electronic computer could have done the same thing, just as quickly. But Terra II had its limitations, and one of the limitations was that no electronic equipment could be operated in a jump - just when the computer would most be needed. So the designers came up with what was, after all, a fairly well tested method of filing information - the human brain. By the techniques of hypnotic conditioning all of the brain opened up to subconscious storing.

	 

	Recorder Mate Spohn, trance-like on the bridge, had no conscious knowledge of what was going on as, machine-like, he scanned the Riemannian configurations and rapped out courses and speeds; but his subconscious never erred. With its countless cells and infinite linkages, the brain was a tank that all the world’s knowledge could hardly fill - just about big enough, in fact, to cope with the task of recognizing the meaning of hyperspace configurations.

	 

	And the process worked so well that the delighted designers added another recorder mate to the personnel tables - the Library - which enabled them to dispense with the dead weight of books as well.

	 

	The entire wardroom, in order of rank, shot questions at their Library, and her disciplined mind dutifully plucked out answers.

	 

	But most of them she never knew. For Terra II was a charting ship, and though the Atlas had, as a matter of routine, transcribed his calibrations into the ship’s log - and thence into the Library - all that Nancy Eklund knew was how Terra II had reached its checkpoints in space. Hyperspace was a tricky business; backtracking was dangerous.

	 

	When Terra II got back - if Terra II got back - those who came after them would have complete calibrations for a round trip. But they did not. Their task was as difficult and dangerous, in its way, as Columbus’s caravels. Except that Columbus had only one great fear; falling off the edge of the Earth.

	 

	Lucky Columbus. The technology that had produced Terra II had brought plenty of new fears.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Three shells ‘up’ - towards the ship’s centre - a surgeon’s mate named Conboy was pulling the fourth needle out of the arm of Lieutenant Groden. The big navigator should have been out cold, but he was tossing and mumbling, his head thrashing from side to side in its thick wrappings of bandage.

	 

	Tough guy, thought Conboy critically, counting up the ampoules of opiate the blinded officer had taken. They were all tough guys, anyway, from the skipper on down. But the little pipettes brought them down to size and Conboy, though only an inch over five feet tall and the frailest on board, was the man who drove in the pipettes.

	 

	‘He’s under, Mr Broderick,’ he reported to the ship’s surgeon, who nodded.

	 

	‘Keep it so,’ the officer ordered. ‘If anything comes up, I’ll be in the wardroom.’ The captain would be wanting to hear about Groden’s condition, and Broderick wanted very much to hear what the emergency meeting had to say about the condition of Terra II in general.

	 

	This was fine with Conboy, who had a similar concern of his own. As soon as Commander Broderick was out of sight, Conboy took a last look at Groden and, reassured that the navigator would be out of trouble for at least half an hour, hurried to the next cabin to pry what information he could out of the chart-room.

	 

	A spaceman-first named Coriell was methodically taking optical measurement on all the stars of second magnitude or brighter. Conboy looked uncomprehendingly at the entries on the charts. ‘Got anything ?’ he asked.

	 

	Coriell spat disgustedly. ‘Got trouble. See that little fellow down there, between the two real bright ones ? That might be Canopus. The rough lines check; Mr Ciccarelli’s going to have to run a spectrum on it, when he gets through with the meeting.’

	 

	Conboy looked sourly at the indicated star. It was brighter than the average, but far less bright than the two that flanked it. ‘Canopus, huh ?’ he repeated. ‘Suppose it is, Coriell. How far from Earth does that put us ?’

	 

	Coriell shrugged. ‘What am I, a navigator? How’s Groden, by the way ?’

	 

	‘He’ll live. Suppose it is, Coriell?’

	 

	‘Well-’ Coriell thought for a moment. ‘Depends. If we’re on the same side of it as Earth, might not be far at all. If we’re on the other side - well, Canopus is six hundred and fifty-light years from Sol.’

	 

	Conboy looked again, longingly. ‘Well, thanks,’ he said, and went back to his patient.

	 

	That was the trouble with hyperspace travel, he thought. You go in at one point, you rocket around until you think it’s time to come out, and there you are. Where is ‘there’? Why, that’s the surprise that’s in store for you, because you never know until you get there.

	 

	And sometimes not even then.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	On the bridge, everything was Condition Able. Ensign Lorch, booted early out of the meeting because he was due to relieve as Junior O.O.D., signed in and made his tour of the ship. The damage-control parties below decks were all through with the necessary repairs, and keeping themselves busy with such cosmetic tasks as fairing down the beads left by the first emergency welds. It was hot down there.

	 

	Lorch conscientiously whistled up the bridge on the speaking tube and ordered them to start the fans and valve enough gas into the expansion locks to make up for the heat rise. The crew quarters were shipshape, even the women’s section; the jet chambers were at stand-by, with the jet-room hands busy at their usual stand-by task of thumping the tubes for possible hidden cracks. The working parties were finishing up the job of restowing the cargo that had to be shifted when the meteorite hit.

	 

	Lorch signed in the log, and paused thoughtfully over the spaces for entries of course and position. The helmsman was smartly at attention at the main board, though there was nothing for him to do since all jets were capped. Lorch glanced at him reprovingly, but the helmsman was conspicuously correct in his behaviour.

	 

	It made a problem; Lorch detested the thought of writing in ‘unknown’, but it certainly would be exceeding his authority to call the chart-room without permission of Lieutenant Yoel, his shift commander. Not, thought Lorch a trifle rebelliously, that Yoel was likely to object very strongly.

	 

	Yoel was a drafted mathematician, not a ship-handler. He knew very nearly all there was to know about geodesic theory and the complex equations that lay behind the ‘jump’ generators and their odd nucleophoretic drive. But he was far from a model officer, so little conscious of the fundamental law of R.H.I.P. that he was capable of presuming to advise the captain on ship-handling - the scene in the wardroom had proved that.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Lorch had just about decided to call down to the chart-room when Yoel appeared, signalling that the meeting was over, and Lorch deftly dropped the problem in his superior’s lap.’ Ship on Condition Able,’ he reported briskly. ‘No manoeuvring during watch; no change in operating status during watch. I have made no entry for course and position, sir. Though you might like to.’

	 

	‘I wouldn’t,’ Yoel said sourly. ‘Put down “unknown”. Write it in big letters.’

	 

	‘As bad as that, sir?’

	 

	‘As bad as that.’ Yoel turned his back on his junior and methodically scanned the segment of sky outside the port. It was in constant spinning motion, flashing past the field of vision as Terra II whirled on its axis to give the crew something approaching gravity.

	 

	Lorch cleared his throat. ‘You got nothing out of Eklund, sir?’

	 

	‘Oh, sure. We got the absolute magnitudes and stellar distances of half the stars in the Galaxy.’ Yoel turned from the port and shook his head. ’We got a short course in Riemannian geometry and an outline of the geodesies of n-dimensional space. But we didn’t get a road map.’ He glanced at the thermometer on the wall and said vaguely, ‘I thought I heard -’

	 

	He stood up straight. ‘Mister Lorch!’ he exploded.’ I wasn’t hearing things! You were bleeding air into the expansion locks!’

	 

	‘Why, yes, sir. To cool the ship,’ Lorch explained. ‘The welding torches were -’

	 

	‘Blast the welding torches, mister! Did it ever occur to you we’re a long way from home?’

	 

	‘Yes, sir, but -’

	 

	‘But you’re an idiot! But! You valve off air as though we had a whole world of it. Did it ever occur to you that we might be in space a long time ? Did you stop to think that we might run out of air ?’

	 

	Lorch stared at him wordless. For a frozen moment he thought his superior had gone mad. Spaceships? Spaceships ran from point to point in n-dimensional hyperspace, no point was far from any other - an hour’s travel, perhaps a day’s. Terra II was crammed to the gunwales with air, by the standards of the service. Run out of air?

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	‘Easy, Sam.’ The voice came floating up at Groden out of blackness. Something was wrong, and he was lying down; he grunted and started to get up.

	 

	A hand stopped him. The voice said, ‘Easy.’ He fell back, and felt nothing as he fell. His whole body was numbed; only a faint tingling sensation where it touched what he was lying on. Drugged, he thought. The voice said, ‘Sam, don’t try to open your eyes. Can you hear me ?’

	 

	It was like making a statue speak, but he got the word out, ‘Yes.’

	 

	‘Good. You’ve been hurt. A meteorite hit while we were in hyperspace. Got the Atlas, and something got you right across the eyes - drops of molten metal, by the scars. You’re - you’re blind, Sam. At least for now.’

	 

	‘Yes,’ he said, after a moment. There was a very special sort of tingling around the eyes.

	 

	‘Maybe we can fix you up when we get back to Earth. But we’re lost, Sam.’

	 

	Lost ? Groden pondered that. Lost. It didn’t make sense. Of course, if the Atlas was dead - but still, how could they be lost ? He strained to hear what the voice was saying; but it had gone on to something else.

	 

	Soothingly. ‘Now, Sam, this is going to hurt. We’ve got to change the dressings.’ Business of tingling, and more tingling of a different sort, but not anything that Groden could call painful. And then, suddenly and surprisingly, it hurt very much. He tried to speak, but the voice said, ‘Easy, Sam. It will only take a minute.’ Silence and pain. ‘Now, I want you to tell me if you can see anything at all, Sam. Any light ? Even a flicker when I pass the light over your face ?’

	 

	Light ? Groden stared into the painful blackness. There was nothing, nothing at all, neither light nor flicker nor motion. He said through the lips that were still tingling marble, ‘No.’

	 

	The voice was disappointed. ‘All right, Sam. I’ll stop the pain in a minute.’ Another voice farther away was saying something about getting stowed away for the jump and the voice that had talked to Groden said impatiently, ‘Just a minute.’

	 

	Groden licked the marble lips and tried to say, ‘What did you mean, lost? What’s the matter?’ But it came out a blur. The voice said something short and insincerely reassuring, and then there was a special prickling tingle in his arm, and even the voices were dark.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	‘Secure,’ ordered the captain, and the Exec relayed the word through the speaking tubes: ‘Secure!’ One by one the sections reported in on their tubes - All secure.

	 

	The captain had taken the conn himself, and he had the bridge on the jump. Lieutenant Yoel was backing up the helmsman, the navigator Ciccarelli was staring dubiously at the whirling stars, Ensign Lorch was hustling along the light-up detail, as they, with painstaking slowness, adjusted the hollow wicks in the running lamps. The odour of kerosene filled the bridge.

	 

	‘All secure, sir,’ the Exec reported.

	 

	The captain said curtly, ‘Kill the spin.’ The Exec gave the order to the jet-room; there was a distant barking rattle, and the bridge complement, like standing wheat in a gusty wind, staggered and caught itself. The spinning stars outside jerked unevenly to a stop as the ship steadied on its axis.

	 

	Lorch cast a quick look around. The chronometers were wound and synchronized; the kerosene lamps burning brightly. He saluted the Exec and reported all clear. The Exec nodded gravely and passed the word on to the captain - all of a yard away.

	 

	The captain said, ‘Take us up, Hal.’

	 

	‘Yes, sir. Number One circuits open!’

	 

	The watch officer relayed into the speaking tube: ‘Number One circuits open!’ There was a flicker, and abruptly all of the fluorescent lights were out. Only the kerosene lamps illuminated the bridge, or any of the ship.

	 

	‘Number Two open,’ said the Exec.

	 

	‘Open Number Two!’ Yoel echoed into the tube. From all over the ship the distant drone of motors, fans and refrigerators and boosters and burners deepened and died.

	 

	‘Main circuit breakers open.’ That was only a precaution. Every electric current in the ship had ceased to flow; but on the off-chance that something, somewhere, still was drawing juice, the mains themselves were opened. Terra I had taught that lesson very well; electronic flow and the hyperspace field did not mix.

	 

	The Exec, looking a little grey, said, ‘Stand by to jump.’

	 

	‘Stand by!’ Yoel sang into the generator-room tube. The faraway moan of the nucleophoretic generators shook everyone in the ship; even on the bridge, they could feel their subsonic grind and hear the rumble of the diesels that drove them.

	 

	The Exec was rapidly scanning his panel of instruments, his lips moving. Everyone on the bridge could see his lips move, and knew what he was doing; making sure he had the readings memorized. Once in hyperspace, it would not be precisely impossible for him to read them, but it would not be reliable.

	 

	At the feeler chart-table where the Celestial Atlas should have been standing, Recorder Mate Nancy Eklund stood with her fingers on the pits and ridges that represented the coded course analyses. Like the Exec, she was doing her best to memorize them, in the last moments before vision became unreliable and instruments began to lie; it was her last chance to see them as a whole.

	 

	The Exec had his eyes on the big chronometer. As the second hand touched straight-up, he said, ‘Jump!’

	 

	Far away, the diesels complained, as the generators clutched in. The ship shimmered and glowed. A high, thin beep sounded from nowhere. Outside the crystal port the universe of stars flickered and whirled into new and fantastic shapes.

	 

	And, half the ship away in the sick-bay, Lieutenant Groden screamed shrilly.

	 

	Ensign Lorch tried shutting his eyes, but the flaming pin-wheels had left scars of blankness on the visual purple of his retina. He blinked to clear away the darting after-images. When he opened them again, the images were gone, and lashing serpentines of light peered ferociously in the port. The writhing snakes squirmed away and the planet Earth lay before him, green and inviting.

	 

	It was only an illusion, but it was an illusion the whole bridge saw at once. Lorch looked away and heard the voice of Nancy Eklund, droning her course co-ordinates to be repeated by the Exec.

	 

	Illusion, illusion - only the voices were real. It had to do, Lorch thought fuzzily through the wonder, with light speeds and partial radiation vectors and null-polarity; but the words meant nothing when the reality was before his eyes.

	 

	‘C’ became infinite and finite at once, creepingly slow and immeasurably fast. Light trapped on the outer surface of the port crept through to them at last, movement appeared fast or slow or reversed, or irrelevant to its real components.

	 

	He could see the captain, stolid and transfixed like a bronze man - but was he ? Or was that motionless metal figure really leaping about the bridge, and what Lorch’s eyes beheld only the image of a split-second, captured and pinned ? He could see the navigator, Ciccarelli, floating dreamily a yard above the floor; that was illusion and symbol, for the little magnets in their shoes made it impossible. But what reality, translated, did it represent?

	 

	Light and electrons. In hyperspace, they lied.

	 

	‘Number Six, Number Ten,’ droned the Exec, echoing the Library. ‘Full reverse.’ The voices did not lie; the grosser physical phenomena were immune to the distortion of Riemann’s continuum. What they heard was what was there to hear. What Nancy Eklund felt with her fingers was real. Lorch saw, or seemed to see, that the Exec had his finger on the pulse in his own wrist, timing their jets-on periods by his heartbeat.

	 

	The spring-driven chronometer across the bridge was clearly visible and undoubtedly telling the correct time. But the light that carried its message might lie, and the fingers that touched his pulse would not. ‘Off jets!’ droned the Exec.

	 

	They hung there. This was what Ciccarelli and the Exec and the Old Man had worked out - lacking the Atlas, lacking Groden - working only from their memories of the course that had brought them into the meteorite’s orbit and the sketchy notes the captain himself had made.

	 

	If they had remembered everything with the eidetic recollection of Eklund or the Atlas; if they had every component correct, and could stay on course for the proper period before halting their flight; they might - might - come out where they had started, and from there easily find their way home.

	 

	There was motion and activity on the bridge while they waited; and Lorch observed that Ciccarelli had kicked loose his shoes to float high enough off the steel floor to touch the hands of the chronometer. If he was floating now, thought Lorch, it was no lie of the light. And was what he had seen a moment before the image of now, received before it was sent ?

	 

	They waited, and asked themselves such demented questions, while Terra II described the complex curve that passed for a Riemannian straight line, and the Exec thoughtfully counted his heartbeats.

	 

	Then: ‘Full jets, One, Four, Five Main,’ snapped the Exec. The ship bucked and shuddered.

	 

	And then it was over, and they came ‘down’ out of hyperspace, down into the normal space-time frame that held their own sun and their own planet. They had backtracked, as near as could be, every component of their course. And they had come out.

	 

	They stared wordlessly at the stars, until the captain said briskly,’ Belay that. Take a fix, Mr Ciccarelli!’ And down in the sick-bay, little Conboy, able once more to trust his vision, was rapidly assembling a hypodermic. But as he turned to his patient, he saw that it wasn’t necessary; Groden, who had been mumbling and crying out throughout the jump into hyper-space, was out cold again.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Ciccarelli put down his abacus.

	 

	‘No position, sir,’ he said throatily to the captain. ‘We’ve checked everything down to third magnitude.’

	 

	The Old Man’s chin went up a degree of arc, but that was all. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Keep going.’

	 

	‘We’ll try, sir,’ Ciccarelli promised. ‘I’ll get to work on the faint ones.’

	 

	The Captain nodded and walked delicately, almost mincingly in the light spin-gravity, away. Commander Broderick from the surgeon’s office down the corridor replaced him. He was staring after the captain, as he came into the navigation-room.

	 

	‘If I were the Old Man,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I would still be here.’

	 

	‘Maybe that’s why you aren’t the Old Man.’ Ciccarelli wearily leaned over his crewman’s shoulder to scan the rough log.

	 

	‘Maybe,’ Broderick agreed. ‘Still, what’s he going to do back on the bridge? Go through this same routine again? Make another jump and see where we come out? Might work, I don’t deny it. Given infinite time and infinite fuel and a couple of other infinites, sooner or later we’d come out right spang in the middle of the Brooklyn Navy Yard.’

	 

	‘Tell him your troubles,’ Ciccarelli said shortly. ‘How’s Groden?’

	 

	‘He’ll live. If any of us do.’

	 

	‘That,’ said Ciccarelli, picking up the completed sheaf of observations from his crewman, ‘is a pretty long shot, Doc.’

	 

	The captain, in his own mind, would have agreed with Ciccarelli. He walked soberly, unswervingly, down the galleyways towards the bridge, ticking off the possibilities with a part of his brain while the big, deep area that might have been labelled ‘ officer’s country’ was making careful note of the ship’s condition.

	 

	The fuel and food reserves would outlast the air; and Broderick’s sick-bay was an Asiatic mess. Lacking the Atlas’s data and Groden’s skill on the bridge, it would take a miracle to get them home; and Spaceman-Second Kerkam was out of uniform.

	 

	The enlisted women’s quarters needed floor-polishing; and the mind of no three-dimensional animal could, by definition, grasp the geodesies of Riemannian space. It was a matter of trial and error and record, and all you could hope to do was retrace a course once you had found one that brought you somewhere worth being. It was, he reflected with mild distaste, a shoddy way to run a spaceship.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Recorder Mate Eklund, having ducked into the enlisted women’s area scant yards ahead of the captain, sighed to her bunkmate, ‘Thank heaven! I thought he was coming in here!’

	 

	‘Did you have a rough time on the bridge?’ her bunkmate asked sympathetically.

	 

	‘No, not that. But he’s a fish, Julia. He was just standing there, not looking scared or anything, and all the time we were going straight to - straight to goodness knows where, He doesn’t know what to do,’ she added bitterly. ‘None of them do.’

	 

	‘You think we’re lost ?’

	 

	‘Think it? Honey, I know it.’ She sat down and complained, ‘I’ve got a headache.’

	 

	‘I wouldn’t be surprised,’ her bunkmate said warmly. ‘Here, let me get you a cup of tea.’

	 

	Nancy Eklund said doubtfully, ‘Do you think you should? Every time you boil water, it’s just that much more heat. And-’

	 

	‘Now let me worry about that,’ said Julia. ‘You’re a pretty important person on this ship, and you’ve got to keep yourself in good shape.’

	 

	The Library let herself be persuaded easily enough, though she had an idea that her bunkmate had an ulterior motive or two. But she did have a headache and she was tired.

	 

	And it was true that on the bridge during a jump, she was about the most important person aboard.

	 

	It was a duty that Nancy hated, though, important or not. She thanked her lucky stars that most of the time she was in a trance state and not able to observe, for instance, what the distortions of hyperspace were doing to her own personal appearance. But it was finicking, wearing work, even in a trance state. Some of it was bound to seep through to the conscious level, however distorted, and she had been having dreams about hyperspace courses, fixes and triangulation points.

	 

	Julia came back with the tea and Nancy Eklund said, ‘I’m sorry to be always complaining. Heaven knows it’s no worse than we had a right to expect. We knew this was dangerous when we signed up for it.’

	 

	‘But we didn’t know we’d sweat ourselves to death, Nancy! We didn’t expect this eternal should-I-light-the-lights, should-I-boil-some-coffee. Honestly, I don’t mind dying half as much as I mind being nibbled to death by one little annoyance after another!’ She glanced speculatively at the other girl, and in a different tone said,’ I guess you’re pretty tired -’

	 

	Nancy Eklund sat up and stared at her. ‘Julia! You can’t want me to go on with that horrible story.’

	 

	‘Not if you don’t feel up to it,’ her bunkmate said humbly. ‘But it passes the time - if you aren’t too hoarse.’

	 

	‘Well, no.’ Nancy took a sip of tea. ‘I was receiving, not putting out,’ she said professionally. ‘I suppose if you really want -’

	 

	‘Index!’ said Julia triumphantly, not waiting for her to change her mind. As Nancy Eklund, at the cue word, slumped into the trance state, Julia caught the cup of tea before it spilled. ‘Fiction!’ she said, and went on to give the author’s name, the title and the chapter of the mystery she had been ‘reading’. She settled back happily as the Library took up the story again.

	 

	It wasn’t, Julia told herself, as if it really mattered. After all, there wasn’t anything for Nancy or anyone else to do, until the geniuses in navigation and computation had figured out where they were. And that would probably take days.

	 

	But she was wrong. In the wardroom, Commander Broderick was brooding over a bowl of coffee, half watching a bridge game, when Ciccarelli walked in. He looked tired; he didn’t even wait for anyone to ask; he volunteered, ‘Yeah, yeah, we have a position. It isn’t good.’

	 

	‘Pretty far?’ one of the card players asked wistfully.

	 

	Ciccarelli nodded, unsmiling. ‘Pretty far. We got our fix by triangulating on extra-galactic nebulae, which will give you an idea. I make -’ he glanced at them under his eyebrows - ’better than fifteen thousand light-years from Sol.’

	 

	Ensign Lorch picked up the cards and began to deal them automatically; there wasn’t anything much else to do. But his mind was not very completely on bridge.

	 

	Fifteen thousand light-years from Sol.

	 

	In hyperspace, he thought, it might have been a voyage only of minutes. Outside of the three dimensions in which humans live their normal lives, distances are a matter of cosmic whim. Aldebaran and Betelgeuse, in hyperspace, may almost touch; Luna and the Earth may be infinities apart.

	 

	Lorch, staring unseeing at his cards, licked his lips. They had cruised around in hyperspace for a few hours of actual ‘jump’ time before the meteorite had struck. And they had found themselves perhaps a thousand light-years from Earth, perhaps less. They had backtracked moment for moment, as well as they could figure, the same course - and their new position was a dozen times as far.

	 

	That was the nature of hyperspace. Line A-B in Newton’s universe might be more than line A-B in Riemann’s, or it might be less, but it was never the same. And the distances, Lorch thought cloudily, might not even be commutative; A-B plus B-C might not be, probably was not, the same as B-C plus A-B. That was why the Atlas, with his infinite stored checkpoints and positions, had a place on the bridge...

	 

	‘Bid, for God’s sake,’ someone was saying impatiently.

	 

	Lorch shook himself. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, focusing on his cards. ‘Say, isn’t it getting hot ?’

	 

	Nobody answered.

	 

	They wouldn’t, thought Commander Broderick, lowering into his bowl of cold coffee. Hot? Sure it’s getting hot. Not starvation, not thirst, not suffocation - heat. That was the spaceman’s enemy, that was what would kill them all. Every time one of the crew drew a breath, carbon in his body oxidized and gave off heat. Every time the rocket jets blasted, heat seeped from the tubes into the frame of the ship. Every time the diesels that drove the nucleophoretic generators coughed and spun, or the cooks fried an egg, or a spaceman lit a cigarette, there was heat.

	 

	Take a hot poker, Broderick suggested meditatively to himself. You can watch it glow red and lose heat that way - that is radiation. You can wave it in the air and let the breeze carry the heat away - that is convection. Or you can quench it in a bucket of oil - and that is conduction. And those are the only ways there are, in Newton’s space or Riemann’s, of taking heat from one body and giving it to another. And in vacuum, the latter two did not operate, for lack of matter to operate with.

	 

	Radiation, thought Broderick, radiation would work. A pity we’re not red hot.

	 

	If they had been at a temperature of a thousand degrees, they would have cooled quite rapidly. But at a temperature of perhaps 20º Centigrade, average through Terra II’s hull, radiation was minute. The loss through radiation was more, much more, than made up through internal heat sources, and so the heat of the ship, hour by hour, climbed.

	 

	It had been a long time, Broderick remembered, since he had heard the hiss of expanding air. That was how one coped with heat. From the pressurized parts of the ship, valve off air, the expansion cools, the cooling takes heat from the rest of the ship. Replace the air from the high-pressure tanks, and there’s more than enough air in the tanks for any imaginable hyperspace voyage, since none can conceivably last more than a few weeks - and that’s that.

	 

	‘Sir,’ a voice said, and Broderick realized that the voice had said it before. It was a messenger, saluting respectfully.

	 

	‘What is it?’ he growled.

	 

	‘Surgeon Mate Conboy,’ the messenger recited crisply, ‘asks if you can step down to the sick-bay. Lieutenant Groden is cutting up.’

	 

	‘All right, all right,’ said Broderick, and waved the messenger away. Groden, he thought, what’s the use of worrying about Groden ? He’ll cook as well as any of us, on this handsomely adventurous hyperspace cruise that cannot conceivably last more than a few weeks.

	 

	‘You trumped my trick!’ howled Ensign Lorch’s partner as the surgeon was leaving. Lorch blinked and stared.

	 

	‘Sorry,’ he said automatically, then bent and looked closer. ‘I’ve only got two cards,’ he said. ‘Why does the dummy still have five?’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Recorder Mate Eklund took it as a joke. She looked at herself in the mirror and told her friend Julia, ‘I think it’s quite nice. I don’t see why we don’t do it all the time.’

	 

	‘You’ve got the figure for it,’ Julia said glumly, comparing her own dumpy silhouette with the other girl’s. These issue bathing suits weren’t particularly flattering either, she told herself resentfully, knowing in her heart that the fabric had never been loomed to flatter her figure the way it did Nancy Eklund’s. ‘Bathing suits,’ she said irritatedly. ‘Oh, why did I ever sign on for this ?’

	 

	Recorder Mate Eklund patted her arm and jauntily stepped out into the corridor. The male members of the crew were wearing trunks by now, too. She felt more as though she were at some rather crowded beach than aboard Terra II. Except that it was so hot.

	 

	Not only had the uniform of the day been changed to the bare minimum, but there had been other changes in the ship’s routine. No more spinning the ship for gravity, for instance. The magnetic-soled shoes were issued for everyone now, because spinning the ship took rocket power, and rocket power meant more heat that they couldn’t get rid of. The magnet shoes were all right, but it did take a certain amount of concentration to remember heel-and-toe-and-lean, heel-and-toe-and-lean, in a sort of bent-over half trot like the one that Groucho Marx had once, long before Nancy’s time, made famous.

	 

	She loped crouching into the captain’s quarters, saluted and took her place. It was getting a little wearisome, she thought detachedly. Everything anybody said, it seemed, they wanted recorded in her brain, and nobody ever seemed to take a breath without demanding some part of the stored knowledge recited back to him. Still, when she was recording she was, in effect, asleep; she woke up slightly refreshed, though there were some confusing dreams.

	 

	She wondered absently, for a moment, just what she did know, in the part of her mind where the records were kept, the part that was available only to outsiders on presentation of the cue words, and never to her.

	 

	But by then the other officers had arrived, and the captain snapped, ‘Records’, and she slumped back. Not quite all the way back - just enough so that the natural tensions in the great muscles of the back and thighs reached a point of equilibrium -and, in the non-gravity of the still ship, her sleeping body, moored by the magnets at the feet, floated like Mahomet’s Tomb above the chair.

	 

	Ensign Lorch felt the captain’s eyes on him and hastily looked away from the Library. Good-looking kid, though, he thought; this strip-down business had its advantages. Too bad the other women in the crew weren’t more like her.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The meeting lasted an hour by the chronometer, as had each meeting of each of the previous eleven days. And it accomplished as much as its eleven predecessors.

	 

	‘Summing up, then,’ the captain said savagely. ‘One, we can’t jump home because we don’t know the way; two, we can’t jet home through normal space because we don’t have the fuel or air; three, we can’t stay where we are because we’ll roast. Is that it ?’

	 

	The Exec said, ’That’s it, sir. We might set down on another planet, though.’

	 

	‘A planet nearby?’ The captain thought that over. ‘What about it Ciccarelli ?’

	 

	The navigator shrugged. ‘If we can find one, sir. I’d say the chances were poor. We’ve got very little in the way of fuel reserve. Every jump uses up a little, and - well, if we come out of a jump within, let’s say, a tenth of a light-year of a habitable planet, pretty nearly at relative rest to it, we might be able to make it. We’ve got maybe one chance in a thousand of that.’

	 

	Commander Broderick said, ‘Sir, this is just a wild notion, but suppose we did one of those things they’re always doing in the movies, you know? Freeze the whole ship’s crew in suspended animation. I believe I could manage something like that out of the medical supplies, if we could only bring the temperature low enough -’

	 

	‘That’s just what we can’t do,’ said the captain.

	 

	‘Yes, sir,’ Broderick agreed. ‘But if we did that, we could valve off a lot of air - maybe enough to cool the ship. Nobody would be breathing, you see. And we could rig up some sort of alarm for when we got there. Wouldn’t matter if it was years - even centuries; there would be a vacuum, and no specimen deterioration - I mean, nothing happening to us.’

	 

	Ciccarelli said mulishly, ‘Impossible. It’s the question of relative rest again. We haven’t got enough fuel to mess around. Suppose we found Sol, and pointed right for it. By the time we got there, where would it be and how fast would it be going, in what direction? Maybe you can tell. I can’t.’

	 

	Broderick crouched disconsolately back into his sick-bay, and the enlisted man he’d left behind looked up in relief. ‘It’s Groden, sir,’ he said at once. ‘He’s been acting up.’

	 

	Ensign Lorch, behind Broderick, hesitated in the doorway. ‘Acting up?’ demanded Broderick.

	 

	‘Yes, sir. I gave him another needle, but it didn’t take effect. I guess it was delirium, sir. Took three ampoules -’

	 

	The voices trailed off as they went inside. Lorch made himself comfortable - not an easy job in non-gravity, that is if you were a commissioned officer and concerned about smart appearance.

	 

	The two medics were gone for a long time, and when Commander Broderick came out again he looked worried. ‘Sorry, Lorch,’ he apologized. He felt the pressure-pot of coffee on the little stove and made a face. ‘Want some ?’

	 

	Lorch shook his head. ‘Too much trouble to drink.’

	 

	‘Don’t blame you.’ But Broderick carefully coaxed a couple of ounces of the stuff into a transparent plastic bulb, teased sugar and cream in after it, spun the bulb with his thumb over the opening to stir it, took a sip. ‘I don’t like it,’ he brooded over his coffee. ‘Groden’s working up real damage, the kind I can’t handle.’

	 

	Lorch asked curiously, ‘What kind is that?’

	 

	‘Inside his head. I had to tell him that his sight was gone, unless we can get to an eye bank within ten days. The optic nerves, Lorch - you can patch in an eye, but once the nerve has degenerated you can’t replace it. And he took it hard.’

	 

	‘Yelled and cut up ?’

	 

	‘Worse than that,’ said Broderick. ‘He didn’t say a word. Now, I know that man’s in pain; the scars around his eyes are pretty bad. I gave him a couple of pills to knock out the nerve centres, but Conboy found them under his pillow. He wouldn’t take them, and he wouldn’t make a sound - until he fell asleep, and then he damn near woke up the ship. Conboy must have given him fifty ampoules by now - too much of the stuff. But we can’t have him screaming. He’s punishing himself, Lorch.’

	 

	‘For what?’

	 

	‘Who knows for what? If I could put him through an E.E.S., I might be able to find out. But how can you run an electroencephaloscope on a tub like this? I’m lucky they let me have an X-ray.’

	 

	Lorch said, perhaps a touch too dryly, ‘What did doctors do before they had those gadgets ? Shoot the patients ?’

	 

	It made Broderick look at him thoughtfully. ‘No,’ he said after a second. ‘Of course not. With luck, I could run a verbal analysis on him, and I might pick some of the key stuff out of the sludge in, oh, four or five months. That’s what they did before they had the E.E.S. And now let’s get busy, mister.’

	 

	The two of them worked over an inventory of Broderick’s medicine chest, because even though the idea of putting the whole ship’s crew in suspended animation was ridiculous and impossible and contra-regs besides - what else was there ? 

	 

	And it kept getting hotter.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Even Groden felt it.

	 

	He called reasonably to whoever was near, ‘Please do what I ask. Put things back the way they were, please. Please do it!’ He said it many times, many different ways. But his tongue was black velvet and his mouth an enormous cave; he couldn’t feel the words, couldn’t feel his tongue against his cheeks or teeth. That was the needles they kept sticking him with, he told himself. ‘Please,’ he said, ‘no more needles.’

	 

	But he wasn’t getting through.

	 

	Groden relaxed. He forced himself to relax, and it wasn’t easy. His body was all wrong; it hurt in places, and felt nothing in places, and - were those feelings at his waist and shoulders and legs the touch of restraining belts ? He couldn’t tell.

	 

	He was lying on his back, he was pretty sure. At least, the voices seemed to come from points in the plane of his body, as well as he could locate them. But if he was lying on his back, he asked himself, why didn’t he feel pressure on his back ? Or pressure anywhere? Could the ship be in freefall - all this length of time ? Impossible, he told himself.

	 

	He went back to relaxing.

	 

	The thing was to keep from panic. If you were physically relaxed, you couldn’t panic. That was what they had taught at the Academy, and it was true. Only they hadn’t taught the converse, he thought bitterly; they hadn’t said that when you were in panic it was impossible to relax.

	 

	No. That’s not the way to go about it, he told himself. Relax. Occupy your mind with - with - well, occupy your mind with something. Take inventory, for instance.

	 

	One, it’s hot. There was no doubt of that.

	 

	Two, something was pressing against his body at various points. It felt like restraining belts.

	 

	Three, voices came and talked to him. Damned dirty lying voices that - He caught himself just in time.

	 

	Four, he said to himself, four, somebody keeps sticking needles into me.

	 

	It was the needles, he thought wretchedly, that made everything else so bad. Maybe the needles caused everything else. With craven hope he told himself: sure, the needles; they’re sticking me full of drugs; naturally I’m having delusions. Who wouldn’t ? I’m lucky if I don’t turn into a hophead if I get out of this -

	 

	When I get out of this, he corrected himself, whimpering. 

	 

	He wondered whether he was crying. 

	 

	Of course, if those lying voices were, by some chance, not lying, then he couldn’t be crying. Because he wouldn’t have any eyes to cry with. And, he told himself reasonably, there wasn’t much doubt that the voices were plausible. He had been injured somewhere around his eyes; he had felt the pain, and it was too intense and specific to be unreal. That was in the old days - how long ago they were, he could not begin to imagine - when there had been only a few needles now and then, and even if he did have a little trouble moving and talking, he was still in perfect possession of his faculties. 

	 

	All right, he thought. So I was injured around the eyes. 

	 

	But the rest - that was a damned lie. He had even believed it for a while - when the Broderick-voice said, with hypocritical sympathy, that he wouldn’t be able to see anything, ever, unless they got him new corpse’s eyes out of an eye bank on Earth. It had been a blow, but he believed it. Until, he reminded himself triumphantly, he had seen! Seen as clearly as he knew the voices were lying, that was when he began to suspect the existence of the whole horrible, senseless plot.

	 

	‘No!’ he screamed. ‘Please, please - no!’ But they couldn’t be hearing him, because they were going right on with another needle; he could feel it. Furiously he fought to pull back the alien arm, make the marble lips move, the black velvet tongue speak, ‘Please-’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	On the bridge, the captain was staring fixedly at the alien stars. It was a measure of his state of mind that he was on the bridge at all, at a time when the ship was going nowhere and there was nothing to be done beyond the routine.

	 

	He leaned forward in his chair, jerking free the little magnets sewn into the waist of his trunks, and walked heel-and-toe across the bridge. The little Recorder Mate, Eklund or whatever her name was, was standing humbly in a corner, waiting for him to tell her why he had sent for her. But, the captain confessed to himself, the trouble was he didn’t exactly know why himself. And, after all, why should he? It was so damned hot -

	 

	Belay that kind of talk, he told himself. He said: ‘Eklund! Index.’ The girl’s eyes closed like the snapping of a shutter.

	 

	‘Take over,’ the Captain ordered the Exec. ‘Run her through the Riemannian configurations again. We’ll get every bit of dope she has.’ And they would, he knew. Because they had already.

	 

	And none of it helped.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It was a good thing, Ensign Lorch told himself, sweating, that spaceships were not painted. Otherwise he would surely have been set to commanding a crew chipping paint.

	 

	Terra II being welded of unpainted metal, the colour a part of the alloy itself, his crew was defluffing the filter traps in the air circulators. It was a job for idiots, planned by morons; it took six men five hours to disassemble the air trunks and the junction boxes, five minutes to blow out the collected fluff on the static accumulators, five hours to put them back together again. There was an alternative method, which involved burning them clean with a high-voltage arc; that took one man slightly under three seconds. But that, the Exec had decreed, meant heat.

	 

	And heat was the enemy.

	 

	Of course, there was still a third alternative, which was to leave the fluff in the filter traps undisturbed. This would have generated no heat at all. But it also would have taken no time and occupied no personnel, which were decisive counts against it in the eyes of the Exec. A little fluff in the filters would make no conceivable difference to the operation of the ship, but idle men might make a very great difference indeed.

	 

	‘Hurry it up,’ growled Ensign Lorch. The men didn’t even look at him. Lorch looked around him self-consciously. As an officer, he had made inspection tours in the enlisted women’s quarters before, but he couldn’t help feeling out of place and slightly apprehensive.

	 

	That girl, the Recorder Mate - Eklund was her name - was droning all the parts of Cyrano de Bergerac to an audience in the far end of the lounge, and parts of Cyrano’s farewell to Roxanne kept mixing in with Lorch’s thoughts.

	 

	It didn’t matter; he wasn’t thinking to any purpose, anyhow. Neither he nor anyone else on Terra II, he told himself bitterly. Fifteen thousand light-years. The light that came to them from Sol - how weak and faint! - had been bright summer sunlight beating down on the skin tents of Neolithic Man creeping northward after the retreating ice. And the light from the nearest stars beyond Terra II’s skin, contrariwise, would fall on an Earth inconceivably advanced, a planet of mental Titans . . .

	 

	‘Mister Lorch,’ someone was repeating plaintively.

	 

	The ensign shook himself and focused on the spaceman wavering before him. ‘Eh?’

	 

	‘We’re done,’ the man repeated. ‘It’s all put together again. The filter traps,’ he explained.

	 

	‘Oh,’ said Ensign Lorch. He glanced self-consciously at the women at the far end of the lounge, but they were absorbed in Rostand’s love story. There was a murmur of gossip from them - ‘so all at once I knew there was somebody looking at me. Well, I called the duty officer and we searched, but -’

	 

	Ensign Lorch cleared his throat. ‘Well done,’ he said absently. ‘Dismissed.’ He turned his back on the detail and propelled himself down the passageway towards the sickbay.

	 

	If he went back to the bridge, the Old Man would find work for him; if he went to the wardroom, the Exec would find an excuse to send him to the Old Man. And his own quarters were horribly, stifling hot.

	 

	He accosted the ship’s surgeon and demanded, ‘How long are we expected to live in this heat ?’

	 

	Commander Broderick said irritably, ‘How should I know ? You don’t die of the heat, that’s sure. There are other things that will come first - suffocation, thirst, maybe even starvation.’

	 

	Lorch looked thoughtfully at the medical officer. Red-eyed, his face lined with worry and weariness, Broderick was showing strain. Through his scanty shorts, you could see the fishbelly whiteness of his skin; it was old man’s skin, and Broderick, for all of his passing the annual fitness exam, was getting on towards being an old man.

	 

	Lorch said more gently, ‘I guess you’re getting a rough time all round.’

	 

	‘Good Lord, am I!’ the surgeon snapped. ‘Half the ship’s complement has been in here today - little fiddling things like prickly heat and dizzy spells. Dizzy spells! How the devil can anyone not have dizzy spells? The women’s quarters have practically a regular courier service. If it isn’t antiperspirants, it’s salt tablets; if it isn’t salt tablets, it’s alcohol from the ship’s store for rubdowns.’ He passed his hand shakily over his eyes. ‘Then,’ he said, ‘to top it all off there’s him.’ He pointed to the inner chamber of the sick-bay. Lorch, listening, could hear the blinded Groden’s rasping breath.

	 

	There was a shrill whistle from the speaking tube, then, tinnily, a voice from the bridge. ‘Commander Broderick! Captain requests you report to the bridge at once.’

	 

	The surgeon blinked and swore. ‘How the devil am I supposed to do that ?’ he demanded. ‘Two of my crewmen are out with heat prostration, and the other two were working all night. All right, I go up to the bridge. Suppose there’s some trouble? Suppose Groden starts acting up again?’ He stared irresolutely at the speaking tube.

	 

	Lorch said thoughtfully, ‘Say, Commander, could I keep an eye on him for you ?’

	 

	It was a fine idea. Broderick took off for the bridge and Lorch, hastily briefed on the simple task of sticking a new needle in Groden’s arm if he showed any signs of trouble, bade him a careful good-bye and waited until he was well out of sight before, whistling, he knelt before the cabinet of emergency medical supplies.

	 

	Broderick had given him an idea. And, he told himself blissfully, moments later, it had been a good one. Alcohol rub! Now why hadn’t he thought of that himself?

	 

	He hardly noticed that Groden’s heavy breathing had changed pitch and character. It almost formed words now.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	On the bridge, the captain was briefing the ship’s officers - all but Groden, in the sick-bay, and Lorch, who, the captain had agreed, was easily enough spared to watch after Groden - on what in his mind he called Project Desperation. It didn’t take much briefing because it was the only thing left for them to do and every man on the ship knew it.

	 

	
‘We have,’ the captain said precisely, ‘margin for just under forty minutes of rocket blast at standard thrust. That will bring our overall temperature up to sixty degrees, give or take a degree according to Engineering’s best guess. And that’s the maximum the human body can stand - that’s right, Broderick ?’ 

	 

	The surgeon quickly translated into the Fahrenheit scale; a hundred and forty degrees or so.

	 

	‘That’s right, sir,’ he said. ‘If we can stand that much,’ he added reluctantly after a moment. ‘It hits that on Earth in a couple of places - around the Dead Sea, Aden, places like that. But it isn’t sustained heat; it drops considerably after dark.’

	 

	The Captain nodded sombrely. ‘We’ll hope,’ he said, ‘that we’ll find ourselves out of this before we hit sixty degrees. If we don’t - well, at least we won’t starve or suffocate. You understand, gentlemen, that the odds are against us. I suggested to Lieutenant Ciccarelli that it was a million-to-one-shot. He said I was an optimist. But one chance in a million, or a billion, or whatever the number may be, is better than no chance at all. Do you all agree?’

	 

	There was no answer. The captain went on, ‘Before we jump, I presume no one has a better idea?’ No one had. ‘Thank you. Then, gentlemen, if you will assume your stations, we’ll get down to business. Stand by to jump.’

	 

	The captain took his place with an air of benign detachment. It wasn’t a captain’s job to take the conn of a ship in a perfectly routine manoeuvre. He watched approvingly as the Exec put the ship on alert, then on stand-by, then went through the checklist that culminated in the ‘jump’ into hyperspace.

	 

	The captain was a model of placid, observant command officership, but behind the placid face, the agitated mind was churning out awful calculations.

	 

	Consider the Galaxy, he was thinking to himself; a hundred thousand light-years broad, perhaps forty thousand through its axis. Call it a lens-shaped figure with a volume of three hundred trillion light-years. Say that their cruising radius, in normal space, was within a volume of one light-year; that meant that the chances of their coming out, by accident, within cruising distance of Earth was - not one in a million, or one in a hundred million, or one in a billion. . . .

	 

	It was one chance in three hundred trillion.

	 

	The captain juggled the numbers comfortably enough in his mind. They were absolutely meaningless, far too big to be comprehended or feared.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	There it was, the beautiful Master Pattern.

	 

	Groden lay tense and fearful, seeing it. It had been a long time since the last needle; by the only clock he owned, his heartbeat, it had been more than two hours since he discovered that he could move his lips and his fingers again. He had feverishly wondered why; and had not dared speak or move after the first trials for fear of bringing the needle again. But now he knew.

	 

	There was the Master Pattern. He scanned it slowly in every part. There was the giant star-cluster of Hercules; and there the bridge of Terra II; there was the fat red disc of Betelgeuse; and there the shower-room of the enlisted women’s quarters. He took in the ordered ranks of the constellations as easily as he noted that Broderick was gone from the sick-bay, and in his place the young ensign, Lorch, was clinging with harried expression to a stanchion. They were in hyperspace. Broderick was on the bridge. Lorch had been left in charge, and it had not occurred to him, since his patient had been so carefully quiet, to administer another needle.

	 

	Groden carefully moved his hands, and found that they would do what he wanted. He was getting the hang of - well, it was not seeing, exactly, he confessed to himself. It was like being alone on a starless night, in the middle of a dark wood. It took time to get used to the darkness, but by and by shapes would begin to make themselves known.

	 

	It was not the same thing; this was no mere matter of the expanding pupil of the eye; but the effect was something the same. But explain it or not, he was being able to use it; each time the beautiful vision was more complete, and therefore more beautiful.

	 

	He found the straps that bound him, and unbuckled them.

	 

	On the bridge, he ‘saw’, the jump at random was nearing its end. It would be only a matter of minutes before they were back in normal space, and he was blind again.

	 

	In the outer room of the sick-bay, Ensign Lorch was staring dismally at the hallucinations of hyperspace. It was almost certain, thought Groden to himself, that if Lorch was so fortunate as to see him at all, he would pass off the sight as another of the lies light told. The important thing was sound; he must not make a noise.

	 

	He crept through the door, carefully holding to the guide rails. Broderick had been right about one thing, though, he admitted - the pain. The wreck of his eyes no longer seemed as important, with the wonderful things hyperspace’s cloudless perception brought to him, but the shattered bone and tissue and nerve ends hurt.

	 

	Algol’s dark primary occluded the radiant star for a second and confused him; they were moving faster than he had thought. He hastily scanned the Master Plan again, fearful for a second. But there was Sol and its family of planets, and there was Earth. Terra II might be lost, but Lieutenant Groden was not, and if only he could get to the bridge . . .

	 

	He scanned the bridge. It was later than he thought. He felt the vibrations in the floor as he realized that the jump was at an end. Panicked, he hesitated.

	 

	Blackness again, and no more stars.

	 

	He stood there, incredibly desolate, and the pain was suddenly more than he could bear.

	 

	And from behind him he heard a startled yell, Lorch’s voice: ‘Hey, Groden! Come back here! What the devil are you doing out in the passage ?’

	 

	It was the last straw. Groden had no tear ducts left with which to weep, but he did the best he could.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Broderick worked over the girl, Eklund, for a moment, and brought her to. She stared at him uncomprehendingly for a moment, but she was all right. As all right, he thought, as anyone on Terra II had any chance to be.

	 

	‘Plain heat prostration,’ he reported to the captain. ‘It’s been a pretty rough job for her, trying to keep on top of all this.’

	 

	The captain nodded unemotionally. ‘Well, Ciccarelli?’ he demanded.

	 

	The navigator ran his hands through his hair. ‘No position, sir,’ he said despondently. ‘Maybe if I ran down the third and fourth magnitude stars -’

	 

	‘Don’t bother,’ the captain said. ‘If we aren’t within a light-year of Sol, we’re too far to do us any good. At your convenience, gentlemen, we’ll take another jump.’

	 

	The Executive nodded wearily and opened his mouth to give the order, but Broderick protested, ‘Sir, we’ll all be falling over if we don’t take a break. The temperature’s past forty-five now. The only way to handle it is frequent rests and plenty of liquids.’

	 

	‘Ten minutes be enough?’

	 

	The surgeon hesitated. Then he shrugged. ‘Why not? No sense worrying about long-term effects just now, is there ?’

	 

	‘There is not,’ said the captain. ‘Make it so,’ he ordered the Exec.

	 

	The captain half-closed his eyes, fanning himself mechanically. When the runner from the wardroom brought him his plastic globe of fruit juices he accepted it and began to sip, but he wasn’t paying very much attention. He had the figures on the tip of his tongue: the first blind jump in Project Desperation had cost them sixteen minutes of rocket time. He could be a little more conservative with the next one - maybe use only ten minutes. That way he could squeeze out at least one more full-length, or nearly full-length, jump; and then one last truly desperate try, not more than a minute or two. And if that didn’t work, they were cooked.

	 

	Literally, he told himself wryly.

	 

	In fact, he continued, counting up the entries in red ink on their ledger, they were just about out of luck now. For even if their next jump took them within cruising distance of Earth, there was still the time factor to be considered. They had left only twenty-four minutes of jet-time before Terra II’s hull temperature passed the critical sixty-degree mark.

	 

	True, he had maintained some slight reserve in that not all their expansible gas had been used. There remained a certain amount in the compressed tanks. And even beyond that, it would be possible to valve off some of the ship’s ambient air itself, dropping the pressure to, say ten pounds to the square inch or even less.

	 

	That might give them manoeuvring time in normal space -provided they were God-blessed enough to come out of one of the three remaining jumps within range of Earth, provided all the angels of heaven were helping them. . . .

	 

	Which, it was clear, he told himself, they weren’t. 

	 

	‘Sir,’ said Commander Broderick’s voice, ‘I think you can proceed now.’

	 

	The captain opened his eyes. ‘Thank you,’ he said gravely and nodded to the Exec. It was a quick job by now. The kerosene lamps were already lit, the main electric circuits already cut; it was only a matter of double-checking and of getting the nucleophoretic generators up to speed.

	 

	The captain observed the routine attentively. It did not matter that the fitness reports for which he was taking mental notes might never be written. It was a captain’s job to make his evaluations all the same.

	 

	‘Stand by to jump!’ called the Exec, and the talker repeated it into the tubes. Down in the generator-room, the jumpmen listened for the command. It came; they heaved on the enormous manual clutches.

	 

	And Terra II slipped into Riemannian space once more.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The stars whirled before the captain’s eyes and became geometrical figures in prismatic colours. The slight, worn figure of the Library, the girl named Eklund, ballooned and wavered and seemed to float around the bridge. The captain looked on with composure; he was used to the illusions of hyperspace. Even - almost - he understood them. From the girl’s vast stored knowledge, he had learned of the connexion between electric potential and the three-dimensional matrix.

	 

	Light and electrons: in hyperspace, they lied.

	 

	Matter was still matter, he thought; the strange lights beyond the viewing pane were stars. And the subtler flow within his body was dependable enough, for he could hear as reliably as ever and if he touched something hot, the nerve ends would scream Burn! to his brain. But the messenger between the stars and the brain - the photons and electrons that conveyed the image - were aberrants; they followed curious Riemannian courses, and no brain bound by the strictures of three dimensions could sort them out.

	 

	Just as now, thought the captain with detached amusement, I seem to be seeing old Groden here on the bridge. Ridiculous, but as plain as life. If I didn’t know he was asleep in the sickbay, I’d swear it was he.

	 

	‘Captain! Captain!’ Ensign Lorch’s voice penetrated over the metronome-cadenced commands of the Exec and the bustling noises of the bridge.

	 

	The captain stared wonderingly at the phantasms of light. ‘Ensign Lorch?’ he demanded. ‘But -’

	 

	‘Yes, sir! I’m really here and so is Groden.’ Lorch’s voice went on as the captain peered into the chaos of shifting images. Lorch himself wasn’t visible - unless that sea-green inverted monstrosity with a head of fire was Lorch. But the voice was Lorch’s voice, and the figure of Groden, complete with the white wrappings over the eyes, was shadowy but real. And the voices were saying - astonishing things.

	 

	‘You mean,’ said the captain at last, ‘that Groden can pilot us home ?’

	 

	‘That,’ said Groden, in the first confident voice he had been able to use in days, ‘is just what he means.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Blind man’s bluff. And what better player can there be than a blind man ?

	 

	Lieutenant Groden, eyeless and far-seeing, stood by the Exec’s left hand and clipped out courses and directions. The Exec marvelled, and stared unbelievingly at the fantastic patterns outside the bridge, and followed orders.

	 

	And presently Groden gave the order to stop all jets and drop back into normal space. In a moment, he was blind again - and the rest of the bridge complement found themselves staring at a reddish sun with a family of five planets, two of them Earthlike and green.

	 

	‘That’s not Sol!’ barked the captain.

	 

	‘No,’ said Groden wearily, ‘but it’s a place to land and cool the ship and replenish our air. You ran us close to the danger line, Captain.’

	 

	Terra II came whistling down on to a broad, sandy plain, and lay quiet, its jet tubes smoking, while the Planetology section put out its feelers and reported:

	 

	‘Temperature, pressure, atmospheric analysis and radiation spectrum - all Earth normal. No poisons or biotic agents apparent on gross examination.’

	 

	‘There won’t be any on closer examination either,’ said Groden. ‘This planet’s clean, captain.’ He stood hanging on to a stanchion, pressed down by the gravity of the world he had found for them.

	 

	The captain looked at him thoughtfully for a moment, but there were more important things to attend to.

	 

	‘Bleed in two pounds,’ ordered the captain and the Duty Officer saluted and issued orders into the speaking tube.

	 

	They had run close to the danger line, indeed; the ambient pressure inside Terra II’s hull had been bled down to a scant ten pounds, in order to use as much cooling effect from releasing gas as possible. Whether it was clean or not, no man could step out on to the surface of the new planet until the pressures had been brought back to normal.

	 

	They stood at the view panel looking out on the world. They were near its equator, but the temperature was cool by Earth standards. Before them was a broad, gentle sea; behind them, a rim of green-clad hills.

	 

	The captain made ready to send his first landing party on to a new and liveable planet.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The scouting parties were back and the captain, for once, was smiling. ‘Wonderful!’ he exulted. ‘A perfect planet for colonization - and we owe it all to you, Groden.’

	 

	‘That’s right,’ said Groden. He was lying down on a wardroom bench - Broderick’s orders. Broderick had wanted to put him under sedation again, in fact, but that had brought Groden too close to mutiny.

	 

	The captain glanced at his navigator. The swathed bandages hid Groden’s expression, and after a moment the captain decided to overlook the remark.

	 

	He went on, ‘It’s a medal for you. You deserve it, Groden.’

	 

	‘He’ll need it, sir,’ said Commander Broderick. ‘There won’t be any new eyes for Lieutenant Groden.’ He looked old and sicked defeated. ‘The optic nerves are too far gone. New eyes wouldn’t help now; there’s nothing that would help. He’ll never have eyes again.’

	 

	‘Sure,’ said Groden casually. ’I knew it before I brought you here, captain.’

	 

	The captain frowned uncomprehendingly, but Broderick caught the meaning in an instant. ‘You mean you could have brought us back to Earth ?’ he demanded.

	 

	‘In two jumps,’ Groden told him easily.

	 

	‘Then why didn’t you?’ snapped the captain. ‘I have a responsibility to my crew - I can’t let a man go blind because of phony heroics!’

	 

	Groden swung his feet down, sat up. ‘Who’s a hero? I just didn’t want to trade what I have now for what I used to have, that’s all.’

	 

	‘Meaning what?’ asked Broderick.

	 

	‘It’s more than seeing. Want to know how many Sol-type systems there are within five thousand light-years of here ? I can tell you. Want to know what the Universe looks like in hyperspace ? I can tell you that, too, only I can’t describe it. It makes sense, captain! The whole thing is as orderly and chart-able as our own space. And I could see it, all of it. And you offer me eyes!’

	 

	‘But why don’t I see it, Groden?’ the captain puzzledly wanted to know. ‘Surely we’ve all closed our eyes for a moment in hyperspace - why didn’t we see it then ?’

	 

	‘Sleep and death are alike, but they’re not the same. Neither is closing your eyes and being blind. I’m blind in normal space; you’re blind in hyperspace - that isn’t much of an answer, but the medics will work it out.’

	 

	The surgeon looked piercingly at Groden’s bandaged face. ‘Then the odds are that any blind person can see in hyperspace?’

	 

	‘I think so,’ Groden agreed. ‘In fact, I’m practically certain.’

	 

	‘Then,’ said the captain, ‘it’s our duty to return to Earth and let them know. They can equip each mapmaking ship with a blind person.’

	 

	Groden gave his head a shake. ‘Plenty of time for that, Skipper. We have a quadrant of hyperspace to chart. With me on hand to “see” during the jumps, we’ll finish up fast. Then we can go back and tell them. But I think we should get on with the job we’ve been assigned.’

	 

	‘Right,’ said the captain after a pause. ‘We’ll bring the ship to stand-by for takeoff.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The rockets thundered and Terra II split the atmosphere on its way to deeper space.

	 

	As soon as they were clear, the ship readied for the jump and the captain said, ‘Good luck, Groden. It’s all yours - give us our course.’

	 

	Groden felt the quiver of the generators, far below, and at once the Universe lay spread before him. 

	 

	No more darkness, no blind fumblings. An end to basket-weaving and the dreary time-passing fingering of Braille for Earth’s incurable blind. They would be the eyes of the proud new hyperspace fleet that was yet to come!

	 

	‘It’s all yours, Groden,’ the captain repeated.

	 

	Groden cleared his throat, issued his course vectors.

	 

	Captain, you don’t know how right you are, he thought. Only it won’t be just mine - it’ll be the blind leading the sighted!

	 

	Now there, he chuckled, was a switch. But he’d have to wait until he was back on Earth, among the blind, for it to be appreciated.
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	Rafferty’s Reasons

	 

	 

	 

	 

	It was the year of the Projects, and nearly Election time. Vote for Mudgins! screamed the posters. He put us back to work!

	 

	Even Rafferty was back at work, taken off the technological dole, and he sat there in his boss’s office, looking at him and hating him. Fat old John Girty, his boss. A Mudgins man from the old Fifth Precinct days, a man with the lowest phase number in the state.

	 

	‘Riffraff!’ Girty stormed. ‘A good job is wasted on a bum like you. You wish you were back on relief?’

	 

	Rafferty only nodded, his face full of misery, his heart black murder.

	 

	‘Mark my words, you’ll wreck the whole project!’ Girty said ominously. ‘And when the Projects go, the Machine will come back.’

	 

	Rafferty nodded again. He wasn’t listening, although he appeared to be. He was watching his hand on the desk. The hand was moving, crawling slowly over the chipped plastic top like a thick-legged spider. It was crawling towards a letter opener.

	 

	‘Take warning, Rafferty,’ said Girty. ‘You’re a troublemaker. Thank heaven I’ve got a few loyal workers in the Project, to tell me about skunks like you! Don’t let me hear about any complaints from you again. If you don’t like your job, you can quit.’ Of course, he couldn’t, and Girty knew it. But it was a way to end the conversation, and he turned and stalked out of the room.

	 

	Rafferty sat there, watching his hand, but it was only a hand again. His hand, weak and helpless like himself; and the letter opener was only a letter opener. He got up after a while and leaned absently against the hooded computer that could have unemployed them all - if it weren’t for Mudgins and his New Way. You couldn’t say he was thinking, exactly, although there was a lot to think about in the silent computer under its sealed plastic cover. But he couldn’t be doing that. 

	 

	Not under the New Way.

	 

	It was half an hour before Rafferty opened his books again, before he dipped his pens in the red ink and the black ink and wrote down the figures. If Rafferty was capable of pride, he was proud of the way he kept the Project’s books. Machines had taught him how to keep books, and even Mudgins granted that machines were useful for that sort of thing. The dark fever inside him slowly receded, and the artist that lived in Rafferty, the creator inside of every man, admired the cool neat numbers that he made.

	 

	He lived with the cool numbers all the long afternoon. (Vote for Mudgins and the Ten-Hour Day! the slogans said.) And they calmed him. But when the end of the day came and fat John Girty came out of his office and took down his black hat and walked out, without a smile, without a word -

	 

	Then it was that the black heat inside Rafferty surged up again, and the smoke of it bit his nostrils. Not for ten minutes did he get up to leave himself, not until all the others had gone and no one was there to see him tremble as he walked out with a look of utter desperation in his eyes.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Rafferty walked past the lines of tables, walked up the slide-way, and to the far corner of the balcony before he put down his tray. All by himself he sat there, as far as he could get from the other people who were eating their Evening Issue meal. He sat down and ate what was before him, not caring what it was or how it tasted, for everything tasted alike to Rafferty. All bitter with the bitterness that is the taste of hatred.

	 

	‘I hate him,’ Rafferty said woodenly. ‘I would like very much to kill him. I think it would be nice to kill him. Fat Girty, some day I will kill you.’

	 

	Rafferty talked to himself, hardly making a sound, never moving his lips. It wasn’t thinking out loud, because it wasn’t thinking, only talking, and it was not out loud. Wherever he was, Rafferty talked to himself. No one heard him, no one was meant to hear him.

	 

	‘I hate your lousy guts,’ Rafferty would say, and the man beside him would smile and bob his head and never know that Rafferty had said anything at all.

	 

	He would talk to people who weren’t there. When he first went on the Projects, Rafferty thought that some day he would say those things to people. Now he knew that he would never say them to anyone but himself.

	 

	‘You are a cow,’ Rafferty said. He was talking to Girty, who wasn’t anywhere near the New Way Caféteria where the Projects personnel ate. ‘You say I’m a trouble-maker, when I only want them to leave me alone. You think I make mistakes with the numbers in the books. I don’t. I never make mistakes when I write down numbers and add them. But you think I do.’

	 

	If Girty had been there, he would have denied it - because how could Rafferty make mistakes after the machines had taught him? Girty wasn’t there, and the rest of the people around Rafferty in the Caféteria went on eating and talking and reading, except for a few as silent and solitary as Rafferty himself. None of them heard him.

	 

	Rafferty picked up the big dish and put it away from him, picked up a smaller dish and put it down in front of him, touched a fork to the soggy but vitamin-rich and expertly synthesized pie.

	 

	‘Your secretary,’ said Rafferty in his silent voice, ‘she makes mistakes, though. Perhaps I should kill her too, cow.’

	 

	Rafferty finished the pie and went down the stairs.

	 

	‘You blame me for everything,’ Rafferty said, pushing silently through the crowd at the coffee-beverage urn. He put a Project slug in the slot and held the lever down while his cup filled with three streams of fluid, one black, one white, one colourless. ‘You don’t treat me right, cow,’ he said, and turned away.

	 

	A man jostled him and scalding pain ran up Rafferty’s wrist as the hot drink slopped over.

	 

	Rafferty turned to him slowly. ‘You are a filthy pig,’ he said voicelessly, smiling.,’ Your mother walked the streets.’

	 

	The man muttered,’ Sorry,’ over his shoulder.

	 

	Rafferty sat down at another table with a party of three young Project girls who never looked at him, but talked loudly among themselves.

	 

	‘I’ll kill you, Girty,’ Rafferty said, as he stirred the coffee-beverage and drank it.

	 

	‘I’ll kill you, Girty,’ he said, and went home to his dormitory bed.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	John Girty said peevishly: ‘I want you all to try to act like human beings this morning. We have an important visitor from Phase Four.’

	 

	The Project nodded respectfully and buckled down to work, and when the important visitor arrived and stood with Girty, looking over the busy room, not even Rafferty looked up.

	 

	But the visitor looked at Rafferty, and said something in an undertone to Girty. ‘Oh, well, of course,’ said Girty. ‘We get all kinds here. That one has a bad record. He was some kind of an artist, or picture painter, or something like that under the Old Way. They take a lot of work, those marginal ones, and, as you see, they’re likely to turn out sullen.’           

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The visitor said something again and Girty laughed. ‘He might not like it,’ he said with heavy, angry humour. ‘Heaven help us all if we ran this Project the way he likes. But come on into my private office. You’ll be interested in our overtime schedule -’ 

	 

	They were gone, and Girty was right, Rafferty did not resent the way they talked about him, no more than St Lawrence, roasting on his grid, would have resented a sneering word from his torturers. Rafferty hadn’t the scope left to resent small injuries.

	 

	The electronic call-me-up whispered on old Miss Sandburg’s desk, and she limped into Girty’s office, clutching her stenographer’s pad as though it might bite. She was a sour one. too, for all she was second in command of the Project office. She had been a wife and a mother once, and they said that she didn’t really want to work. But she worked, of course.

	 

	Rafferty sat hunched over his books, looking at John Girty’s door without turning his head. He saw old Ellen Sandburg go in, and saw her come out again ten minutes later, with the spider-web lines sharper around her eyes, and the white lips pressed hard together. ‘You are a slave,’ Rafferty said without a sound. ‘You let him bully you because you like to be a slave. But I don’t.’

	 

	But he was working with the cool numbers then, and he lost himself. The zeroes and fives and decimals moved in orderly progression, and there was no hate in them, nothing but chill straightness that never changed.

	 

	Only at three o’clock in the afternoon when he had to take the Saturday payroll into fat John Girty’s office to be checked and verified, did the coolness fall away and leave him burning. ‘I won’t kiss your foot,’ said Rafferty, and opened the door without knocking. ‘I’m as good as you are, cow,’ said Rafferty, and dumped the carton of pay envelopes silently on Girty’s desk.

	 

	But Girty hardly looked at him, only grunted with his fat, angry cow’s grunt and thumbed irritably through the envelopes. But when Rafferty went back to his desk the numbers would not go right. They were hot red and smouldering black, and they swirled and bloated before his stinging eyes. He sat there and watched them swirl and swell as fat as fat John Girty. He just sat there, Rafferty did, holding his pen over the ledger, moving his fingers as though he were writing, but never touching pen to paper until five o’clock, early Saturday quitting time.

	 

	Then fat John Girty came out of his office and dumped the pay envelopes on Rafferty’s desk again, and took his hat and left. The clerks and the girls put away their papers, and took their coats from where they had hidden them behind the sheeted bookkeeping machines and lined up before Rafferty’s desk to get their pay.

	 

	‘The Project pays you to work, not to collect money.’ That was what Girty said. ‘On the Project’s time you work. You get paid on your own time. You get off early on Saturdays anyhow.’

	 

	It wasn’t fair. But all Rafferty could do when Girty went out of the office was to stare after him for a second, with his own hot, black heart showing in his eyes, and try to rush through handing out the payroll.

	 

	‘You’re a coward, Girty,’ he said without a sound, and handed a fat yellow envelope of Project vouchers and Project slugs to Ellen Sandburg.

	 

	‘You know that I hate your guts, so you run away,’ he said. ‘But it won’t help you, cow. You can run away. But I can catch you.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Fifteen minutes’ start John Girty had. No more. But it took Rafferty over an hour to make it up. An hour of looking in all the expensive, free-market restaurants where Girty might be, pressing his forehead against the glass like an urchin on Christmas Day, only with the blackness coming out of no urchin’s eyes.

	 

	The streets were packed, and crowds bumped against Rafferty, some careless and impolite, some doddering and apologetic, and once or twice a man as bleak and frozen as Rafferty himself.

	 

	It was week-end going-out night, and every street corner had its Mudgins Demonstrator on his flag-draped platform, frightening the passers-by with prophecies of the return of Unemployment and the Machine. Rafferty noticed that he was hungry, but he didn’t have time to eat, not while he was looking for Fat John Girty and while the letter opener was secretly fondled in his pocket.

	 

	And then at the end of the search, to see John Girty just as he was coming out of the biggest free-market restaurant of all and get into a taxicab. A taxicab, that cost real money. And there was Rafferty, with two dollar bills of real money in his pocket, hoarded over months, and a pocketful of Project vouchers and Project slugs.

	 

	He did it. He took another cab to follow Girty, but he sat with his heart in his mouth behind the cab driver, watching the clicking black numbers on the meter and doing something that was close to praying. But of course it wasn’t really praying, under the New Way.

	 

	Rafferty snarled voiceless curses at the cab driver, who had looked so openly suspicious of his Project suit and his panther’s eyes, and so contemptuous of Rafferty’s fumbling directions as he tried to keep them on the trail of the fat man in the cab ahead.

	 

	‘I ought to kill you too,’ Rafferty told the driver, but silently. ‘I ought to cut your throat the way I’m going to cut the fat cow’s throat with what I have hidden here.’

	 

	The driver sat on his little bucket seat, where they had ripped out the automatic control apparatus to make room for a human driver under the New Way, and never knew that murder was right behind him. But it was only a short ride - fortunately for Rafferty’s two dollars. The meter said forty cents.

	 

	‘I ought to kill you,’ Rafferty said again, not looking at the driver who was fumbling for change but staring at the enormous white Old Way building Girty had gone into. ‘You deserve to be killed. I’ll give you a tip, and you’ll go and tell the Mudgin’s police that I’m following Girty to cut his throat. Take my money and tell the police, that’s what you’ll do.’ He picked up the half dollar from the driver’s palm and left the dime. ‘I ought to kill you too.’

	 

	But the driver couldn’t tell them what he didn’t know, so Rafferty bought a newspaper at a stand and stood looking at the headlines obstinately until he heard the cab drive away. The headlines on the news stories said Liquidation of 80,000 Wilfully Unemployed and Legislators Hail Mudgins Way and Project Kitchens to Get New Wonder Yeast Meal, but it had been a long time since Rafferty had read even a headline in a newspaper, and he didn’t read them now. He only looked at them unseeing until the cab was gone, and then he looked up at the big white building. It was a Turkish bath.

	 

	‘Fat old cow,’ Rafferty laughed silently. ‘So fat you go to a place like this to die.’

	 

	Rafferty tore the newspaper in half and threw it on the street, and then he went in, one hand on the thing in his pocket, although the man in the lobby looked at him oddly.

	 

	He had to pay a dollar, real money, to get in, and that left him with forty-five cents and the Project vouchers, the useless Project vouchers that they wouldn’t take in a free-market place like this. But he didn’t need even forty-five cents, not for what he had in mind.

	 

	But there was a problem. He had to put all his clothes in a locker, all of them. He stood there naked, a lean, bent man with panther’s eyes, wishing he had a pocket. But there was no pocket in his skin, and he had to leave the long, sharp letter opener in the locker.

	 

	Once upon a time, it seemed to Rafferty, a long, long time ago someone who then had been that which was Rafferty now had been in a place like this. That was during what they called the ‘Old Way’, although it seemed to Rafferty, they hadn’t called it that then. There was something there that did not add up neatly in his mind, but he was walking through a hot, steamy corridor of tile, and he didn’t bother about that any more. It was damp underfoot, and there were splashing showers alongside. He stepped into a shower and let the water thunder on him.

	 

	And he turned his face up into the stream and cowered back, out of sight, as fat old John Girty puffed pinkly past.

	 

	Girty was naked as a newborn, soft as a moulted crab, flabby as a pink harem eunuch. ‘I spit,’ Rafferty soundlessly told the roaring water. ‘Fat, soft thing. You’re dirty, cow. 

	 

	‘Fat and dirty -                        

	 

	‘I’ll kill you, Girty.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Rafferty stood in the steam-room, peering across the corridor at the massage-tables where fat Girty was presenting his flabby pink flesh to be thumped. Rafferty couldn’t see through the clouded glass and so he had to keep opening the door, and every time he opened it steam billowed out and draughts knifed in on the men who sat naked on wooden benches in the steam. The metal door burned Rafferty’s hand, he noticed, but it was a cool thing compared to the black heat that stung his throat inside him.

	 

	Girty was still waddling and puffing around the massage-table, talking to the rubber. Rafferty let the door to the steam-room close on him, and squinted around the little cube of hell he was in. There were dim loose shapes sprawled around the walls. Some were fat and many were old, but none was as flabby as John Girty.

	 

	There were three lights on the wall of the steam-room, head high, candle pale. There was a fourth light that was burned out, and Rafferty sat down in the little dark under it, waiting until it was time.

	 

	‘I have a knife to kill you with,’ he crooned soundlessly. ‘Fat cow. I have a knife to cut you with and stab you with. I’ll kill you, Girty.’

	 

	Rafferty sat there with patient violence, like an avalanche waiting on cue in the wings of a spectacular drama. He was in no hurry; he might perhaps move very fast indeed, fast as lightning or the star rays that shoot across the void, but he would not be hurrying.

	 

	There was no time for such as Rafferty, and no longing for waiting to come to an end, and no regret for time lost. Though perhaps there once had been, before Mudgins, and the New Way, and the machines that taught Rafferty and those like Rafferty how to do the work of machines.

	 

	It was time to look out of the door again, and he got up, squinting his white-hot eyes against the steam, and walked over. In the massage-room Girty was on the table now, with a white towel over his ugliness. A tall, brown man in trunks clapped goggles on Girty’s eyes and pressed a switch that lit a shimmering violet light overhead.

	 

	‘Close the door, damn it!’ One of the dim white shapes behind Rafferty was sitting up and swearing at him.

	 

	‘Your mother loved hogs,’ Rafferty said without voice, but he closed the door and walked out.

	 

	This was the part that was hard to do. He walked backward and sidewise like a crab, keeping his face hidden from even the closed, goggled eyes of Girty. He climbed on to a slab next to Girty and lay down with his head turned away.

	 

	‘Put goggles on me, you filthy pig,’ he soundlessly ordered the rubber. ‘Hide my face before Girty looks this way.’ His averted eyes saw a sign on the wall:

	 

	Swedish Rub                  $1.00

	Salt Rub                  .75

	Sun Lamp & Massage      1.50

	 

	Rafferty had a twenty-five-cent-piece and two dimes. And the Project vouchers, of course, but not for here. The rubber came, then, and covered Rafferty. He looked at him thoughtfully for a moment before he spoke, but all he said was:

	 

	‘Good evening, sir. Swedish rub today ?’

	 

	Rafferty nodded, looking expressionlessly into the rubber’s coarse, tanned face. He could not speak out loud, so close to Girty’s fat but listening ears, but he only had to nod. ‘Anything, filthy pig,’ he said soundlessly. ‘One dollar is nothing. Perhaps I will pay you with the same knife I pay Girty with.’

	 

	The rubber assembled his greases and cloths and Rafferty waited until it was time. He thought about the one dollar of real money that someone in this place would expect him to pay, but of course he would have paid all his bills in full, for ever, before he came to the cashier’s window again. He thought of the letter opener, lost to him in the locker down below. But the knife was better, eight inches long and carefully honed, with a thin blade that would slash a throat or go between two ribs.

	 

	‘It will make meat out of Girty,’ he told the unhearing rubber. ‘Perhaps it will make meat out of you. I know it will make meat out of me, too, but not until I have finished with fat Girty.’

	 

	It was good that the knife was there, to solve all his problems at once. He waited until it was time.

	 

	Girty’s lamp went out, and his rubber rolled him over, and Girty immediately began talking to the man. Rafferty could hear the hard-muscled cupped-hand slaps on the sagging pink flesh, and Girty’s wheezing, jolting voice.

	 

	‘I’ll kill you, Girty,’ he said, and it was like a hymn. ‘I’ll kill you, Girty,’ he said without sound.

	 

	Girty was saying proudly. ‘Hell, I’ve - ugh - worked with Mudgins just like - ugh - that. Ever since the old Fifth - ugh - Precinct days. He and I -’

	 

	Rafferty wasn’t listening, not exactly. He was letting the words flow over him as unnoticed as his rubber’s attentions, waiting for it to be time. There would be some sort of signal, it seemed to him, and then he would make meat out of Girty.

	 

	Not exactly listening, he caught a sudden change in Girty’s voice and for a second he tensed, thinking perhaps it was the signal. ‘Easy, sir,’ said his rubber, thinking he had hit a sore spot.

	 

	But Rafferty didn’t relax until he realized that the change in Girty’s voice was because he was greeting a friend. Rafferty peered and saw another man, as pink as Girty but nothing like as fat, as old but not nearly as flabby, advancing as bare as a baby and talking to Girty.

	 

	‘Lay down with dogs, you fool,’ said Rafferty venomously, not making a sound, ‘and you get up with fleas. I warn you, Girty-lover. I’ll kill you too, with a knife that will hack your heart out before you even see it. Cows.’

	 

	Rafferty’s rubber flopped him over then, and for a plunging moment it seemed to Rafferty the man would surely see the knife. But he didn’t say anything, only: ‘Easy, sir. Let me know if I’m too brisk.’

	 

	Rafferty lay face down on the slab, watching his fingers crawl across the cloth beside his face. ‘The hands can kill you, Girty,’ he said voicelessly. ‘But the knife is better. Go and run, with your Girty-loving friend. Wherever you go, I’ll be there.’

	 

	They were talking, Girty and the Girty-lover, and Rafferty reached out to taste the conversation. The friend was complaining, while another masseur eased the kinks out of his shoulders. The friend was saying, ‘Sixty hours ? That’s a good long work week, yes. And it keeps them out of trouble, I’m not denying it. But there’s a fatigue factor, John. After sixty hours a worker is bound to make mistakes.’

	 

	Girty said: ’Not if he’s been disciplined. Give them the New Way treatment, that’s all.’ He laughed, like a pig’s squeal. ‘I’d like to see them make mistakes then.’

	 

	His friend said: ‘I don’t hold with the treatments.’

	 

	Girty said, after a moment, in a voice that was still a cow’s voice, but the voice of a shocked and stern cow: ‘Are you against Mudgins?’

	 

	Rafferty stopped feeling the texture of the conversation then, because what did it matter to him? The Girty-lover was defensive and over-emphatic, and Girty himself was hostile and only slowly allowed himself to be soothed. They were talking about full employment and the horrors of the Old Way and the Machine, and the Girty-lover was petulantly insisting that the machine-education treatments had - unspecified - faults.

	 

	Rafferty didn’t listen. The New Way treatments were machines droning and flashing in your ears and hammering, hammering, hammering at you until you couldn’t make a mistake, not in the things they taught you to do. Because you were half machine yourself, by the time they finished fluxing and forging your mind. And full employment was overtime at the Project and an end to the - the studio, or whatever the word was - that once had meant something back in the days of the Machine and - and Art, whatever that word was.

	 

	But what did it matter to Rafferty, that he should listen? Better to lie there with the secret knowledge of eight inches of honed steel waiting.

	 

	John Girty was saying in his hoarse cow’s rumble, ’I tell you, Mudgins saved us from going to hell in a handbasket! You don’t remember the Old Way. Love. Churches. And crackpots making speeches - about anything. Voting - for anybody, anybody you liked. Mudgins cleaned all that up. “Keep them busy,” he said, “and you’ll keep them out of trouble.” Get rid of the Machine, put people back to work. If they don’t want to work the way they ought to - make them! I remember, back in the Fifth -’

	 

	Rafferty wasn’t listening, not exactly, but the words were fuel to keep him going. But the rubber was through with him, and flopped him right-side-up again, and again there was that moment when the universe stopped, waiting to see if the man would see the knife.

	 

	The rubber said cheerfully, ‘There you are, sir. That’ll fix you up. Now how about a little suntan to tone up the skin ?’ His hand was already on the switch, and the tube overhead flared violet. Rafferty stared ragingly at it through his goggles, hating the darkened, shapeless core of the light.

	 

	Girty’s oration broke off: ‘- but that’s the way Mudgins always - Hey. Say, excuse me, but - Hey.’

	 

	Rafferty froze. From the corner of his eye he saw John Girty ponderously pushing himself up on one flabby arm, staring at him with doubt in the wrinkled little eyes. Near-sighted Girty - but he had recognized Rafferty!

	 

	It was the moment of the knife. Quite slowly Rafferty lowered his legs to the floor. ‘Dirty cow,’ he said soundlessly. He felt the knife, keen and ruthless in his hand. Eight slim inches to kill with. ‘Dirty, dirty, dirty,’ he chanted - but it was not soundlessly. ‘Dirty, dirty, I’ll kill you, Girty.’ It was loud now, his own voice.

	 

	Oh, they tried to stop him. He could have laughed at that, if he had remembered how. Try to stop Rafferty, with an eight-inch killing knife! They were all shrieking and yowling and running about at once, and they grabbed at him, but he brushed them off like the staining soot of the air. And they got in his way, but it cost them. He hacked and stabbed and sliced and slew.

	 

	He was a Spartacus, and a Lizzie Borden, swordsman and butcher. He stabbed every one of them to the heart and ripped them up and down, and for the first time in longer than he could know, Rafferty was Rafferty, Mister Rafferty, a man who had once been a human being and, God save the mark, an artist, and not a mere flesh ersatz for a bookkeeping machine. Kill and slice and tear! They overturned furniture, squealing and thundering, like a trapped horse kicking at the flaming, booming walls of its stall. But he killed them all, many times, this Rafferty who was Spartacus and Lizzie Borden -

	 

	And, at last, a warrior of the Samurai as well.

	 

	When he had killed them enough to slake the fever, he killed himself. Into the pit of the stomach and up. He felt the blade slide and slice, too sharp to tear, a warrior’s weapon. The eight-inch steel made cat’s meat of his bowels and heart and lungs. Rafferty felt himself dying, but it was worth it, it was worth it, it was worth everything in the world . . .

	 

	After he committed suicide, he sat there and watched his victims running about. It was several seconds before he noticed that he wasn’t dead.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Girty’s friend demanded: ‘Do you still think the machine treatments are good ?’

	 

	Girty said: ‘Ow. The ugly son beat me black and blue.’ He rubbed his bruised pink paunch, staring at the door where they had carried Rafferty out, weeping.

	 

	‘You’re lucky,’ said Girty’s friend. ‘Suppose he really had a knife, instead of that old cigar butt he picked up. Suppose somebody else on your Project cracks up, only this one gets a gun somewhere.’

	 

	Girty said petulantly, ’Where would anybody get a gun these days ?’ He was getting his breath back, and his nerve.

	 

	‘Suppose he did,’ his friend insisted.

	 

	Girty said truculently: ‘Watch yourself. I don’t stand for anti-New Way talk. So Rafferty cracked up. I knew he was a weak one. You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs, and what’s it to me if somebody like Rafferty gets broken ?’

	 

	He measured his words carefully. ‘People like Rafferty are troublemakers, they don’t want to work, they don’t want full employment. They liked the soft, rotting life under the Old Way and the Machine. If you don’t give them treatments, they’ll make trouble now. Sure, some of them crack up - like sometimes you put a casting in the press and it cracks, because it’s brittle. Worthless. Mudgins knows what to do with the worthless ones. Make them fit, or break them.’

	 

	‘But I don’t like Mudgins and his treatments.’ Girty’s friend said violently ... but not out loud. He sat up, wonderingly. He wasn’t in the habit of talking to himself and he wondered if other people ever talked like that to themselves.

	 

	Girty, unhearing, was brooding: ‘You’d think even a piece of trash like Rafferty would want to be part of something. Why wouldn’t he? But no, he has to work up some crazy resentment - try to kill me. Why ? What reason could he have ?’

	 

	Girty’s friend could not give him the answer, though he might have had suspicions. Mudgins could have answered him, and a few others around Mudgins or elsewhere. A few in high places who didn’t need even touch-up courses under the machines, could have told him Rafferty’s reasons. But only a few. The others, the many, many millions, they could never say what the reasons were; because some of them had never known them, and some had had to forget.
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	~ * ~

	 

	 

	Target One

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Perhaps we could have managed, some way or another, to blow up Oak Ridge or the Hanford installation. Certainly we could have tried, and I suppose that with effort we should have found the way to do it. But it wouldn’t have been enough. Not nearly enough: The enemy wasn’t the Bomb any more, but e = mc2 itself. As long as the seed was there, the fruit was bound to come.

	 

	We had to destroy the seed.

	 

	Marin was on the machine while Lee fed slugs of the fuel metal into the reactor. Marin was a capable man and so I was able to relieve the tension of the last few minutes before the trial by strolling out on the deck of the barge.

	 

	It was a beautiful day, the wind from out at sea keeping fallout from the mainland at a minimum. Before me was the Staten Island shore, trees and sheer bare heights at the water’s edge; to my left was the shattered stalagmitic bed of New York. Even after all the decades, there was nothing green there. The rains that had washed the isotopes from Staten Island and watered its new growth of forest had hissed into steam on the island of Manhattan. It would be many decades before grass grew in its streets.

	 

	One of the workers in the Staten Island stockpile waved to me, a quarter of a mile across the water, and I waved back. They wished us well, there on the island. All three of us had spent the previous evening ashore with them and the conversation had been loud and long.

	 

	If we could succeed!

	 

	If we could reverse the clock!

	 

	So we drank our long, bitter toasts to success, and every man, woman and child in all the world toasted our efforts with us, all hundred and fifty thousand and more of them, for we all grew up in the ruins and the tradition of greatness and we knew what success would mean.

	 

	‘Jom!’ Lee called from behind me. ‘Jom, we’re ready!’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I hurried into the workdeck. Lee was standing at the door, but without a word he went back to his station at the reactor, not daring to leave it too long. His job, in some ways, was the most important of all. The reactor was tricky and dangerous and the K-mesons that powered the trial came only from a complicated fission-and-fusion reaction, hard to handle, deadly if it got out of control.

	 

	Marin was already setting up his co-ordinates. I looked over his shoulder at the whirling colours on the screen; it was nothing you could recognize. Not yet.

	 

	‘I have the time now,’ Marin said absently, cracking a vernier a hair from its null position. ‘But the tri-di readings are hard. If we could have started out from Switzerland in the first place -’

	 

	‘What Switzerland ?’ I asked. The slag-heap on the Alps would not be fit to move around in for centuries.

	 

	He said excitedly, ‘It’s coming, Jom!’ He froze one setting at Lausanne’s elevation and dropped his hand to the range and deflection controls. Slowly the whirling began to make sense. We were watching a blur, and the blur smoothed out to become a racing mountainscape. We were flying over it, towards a city just appearing at the horizon. Marin kicked a floor switch and a translucent city map of Lausanne lighted up on the wall before him.

	 

	The screen seemed to drive across a lake, through a flickering thicket of buildings, and jerked to a halt inside an auditorium.

	 

	Marin cried, ‘I can’t get it clear! The view field -’

	 

	‘The view field is all right, Marin!’

	 

	‘But it’s so dark!’

	 

	I fought back a hysterical laugh. ‘It’s dark because the lights are out, man! Your time adjustment is a little off, that’s all. Scan backward and forward.’

	 

	He threw a quick, shamefaced grin at me over his shoulder and carefully fingered the fourth dial. The screen held its shadowy tableau for a moment; then the lights went on. Doll-like figures walked backward into the auditorium as the stage’s curtain went up on actors taking bows. Marin was evidently scanning backward through time.

	 

	‘Not too far,’ I cautioned him.

	 

	He nodded and delicately twisted the dial backward, then forward. A dozen times the screen lighted and each time it was a pageant, or a rehearsal, or a musical performance.

	 

	Then Marin caught his breath and instinctively I clutched his shoulder. He locked the controls and we were silent for a moment, looking at what, back in those earliest twentieth-century days, had been a Swiss ceremony of graduation.

	 

	Marin’s eyes were quicker than mine. He said steadily, ‘In the second row, third . . . no, fourth from the right. Is that him?’

	 

	I counted off. There was no need to look back to the picture, torn from an old magazine, that we had pinned to the wall. It was a young, lean man in a curiously uncomfortable uniform and round pillbox hat. His eyes were abstracted, staring right through the audience in the hall into far reaches of remote thought. There was no pipe, no violin, no bushy white hair.

	 

	There never would be any.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It took nearly half an hour, once we had vectored in, for Lee to bring his reactor up to full charge. Lee was absorbed over his rods and slugs. Marin hovered close by his screen, though the controls were locked and he wasn’t really needed. But I had nothing to do and I stamped about the barge like an expectant father with a five-generation history of gene-damage.

	 

	When I went back into the workdeck, Marin said at once, ‘Jom, I can’t do it!’

	 

	Lee went steadily on with his work. If he heard, he never showed it.

	 

	I said angrily, ‘Don’t be an idiot!’ Perhaps I was angriest because I was beginning to have my own doubts. We had all been brought up to hold human life as the most precious thing on Earth.

	 

	Marin was trembling. I cursed myself for leaving him alone so long at this point, long enough to work himself into a state.

	 

	‘If we could travel in time -’ he began.

	 

	‘Time travel is impossible. Forget it!’

	 

	‘But we can’t just murder a man!’

	 

	‘Why not?’

	 

	He exploded, ‘The greatest genius in theoretical physics who ever lived! A harmless, peaceful human being who never harmed a soul!’

	 

	I said as forcefully as I could: ‘Two billion dead, Marin! Three continents wiped out! And every man alive mutating. How many brothers and sisters did you have, Marin?’

	 

	He winced. ‘None that survived,’ he admitted. ‘But Einstein himself had nothing to do with it. The bombs were built by others.’

	 

	‘After he showed them the way. No, Marin! The world knew what was coming. Look through the books that survive, see how many frightening predictions there were of the horrors that would follow an atomic war. Right, weren’t they ? And yet, once the theory was known, there was no way of preventing the war. There are always wars, Marin, but they don’t matter if they only kill off a fraction of the population. Only when they annihilate whole countries, then they matter!’

	 

	Lee called, as calmly as though he had been back at the University, ‘ Ready now, Jom!’

	 

	We looked at each other for a moment and I could read the revulsion in Marin’s eyes. 

	 

	‘Well?’ I demanded.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It had to be Marin at the controls; he had been the one who’d practiced, the one who’d designed the controls and knew how they worked. I might have found Lausanne easily enough myself, but I never could have focused the working leads of the time binder to that tiny area inside a human skull where we could do what had to be done.

	 

	If time travel were possible - yes, Marin was right - then we could have gone to the young man, perhaps reasoned with him, perhaps bribed him, perhaps, if nothing else worked, abducted him from the past. But time travel was impossible by definition; matter cannot leave its locus in the chronon.

	 

	But the K-mesons, those half-understood, hardly material particles-that-were-waves - they were not bound by the laws that ruled crude matter. And though we could not move in time, we could direct a flow of K-mesons that would burn and destroy. . . .

	 

	Marin’s voice was harsh. ‘All right, Jom,’ he said.

	 

	I heard him at the controls, and when the whispering crackle of mesons lashed out and struck, I also heard that, but I did not watch the screen. Murder comes hard to me, too, whatever duty may force me to do. I had no stomach to watch the little figure in the screen jerk upright and slump over, no desire to see the abstracted light die out of those far-seeing eyes.

	 

	And besides, I didn’t need to look at the screen to see what happened at the moment when the K-meson flow leaped out to destroy a brain. I had a window before me and I saw what happened there.

	 

	‘Good Lord,’ cried Lee, ‘look at all the boats!’

	 

	That was all we could do for a moment, just look. Inside the K-meson field, we were invulnerable and untouchable.

	 

	But the world was changing around us.

	 

	Wrecked Manhattan sprang back to life. The harsh, familiar dust-cloud sky gave way to a curious blue, with white, fluffy clouds, such a sky as I had seen described in books, but had never thought to observe with my own eyes. And the harbour, the broad, slag-washed harbour of New York - which had seemed crowded when there were as many as three vessels in it at once - teemed with boats, big ones and small ones, motored vessels of all sizes and anchored barges and a floating giant, barely visible through the Narrows, that seemed the size of a city.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The process of change was complete and the K-meson field died away.

	 

	Marin, still white-faced and trembling with the reaction, whispered, ‘Jom, Jom, it’s a whole new world!’

	 

	And it was. A world we had never known; a world where there were millions, even billions of people, a world that had never passed through the grinder of nuclear war.

	 

	A stubby power launch came dodging towards us through the clutter of smaller craft and a voice bellowed at us over a loud-hailer: ‘You there! You in the barge with green markings! Heave to and show your registration and mooring permit!’

	 

	He meant us. It would be quite a shock to him, I reflected wryly, when he saw what passed for our ‘papers’. Would he believe us ? Would anyone in this world take our word for what we had done? Undoubtedly not. But they would learn, they would have to believe, once they had a chance to look around our workdeck. The wonders we could bring to them! For without Einstein, there would have been no nuclear piles; without the breeder reactors, no heavy elements in the high hundreds to decay into the power metal that fed our machine and released the K-mesons.

	 

	A smaller, faster vessel beat the launch to our side. It was a rickety, patched-up dinghy with a limping outboard motor pushing it along, but it was light and it moved. Oddly, it made no great noise. I saw the outboard motor was driven from an electric battery.

	 

	From the dinghy, an eager voice called: ‘Cigarettes ? Candy ? Where you fellows from ?’

	 

	The three who crewed the dinghy were in their early teens; they wore ragged trousers and nothing else. They clamoured up at us for tobacco, money, anything. Lee answered them, and perhaps I would have, too, but Marin drew me aside.

	 

	‘Jom, I don’t like this!’ he said tensely. ‘I - I feel as though I’m strangling!’ He was breathing hard, in fact, and I knew what he meant. There was something about all those teeming hordes of people, the hundreds of big and little boats bobbing about, the swollen buildings on Manhattan and Staten Islands - I felt oppressed, too, as though I were stifling under a mound of crawling, twitching human beings.

	 

	But I told Marin curtly to shut up and advanced to meet the delegation from the power launch.

	 

	It was an occasion for some ceremony, I thought. I said: ‘Welcome to our ship, friend from a world of peace and plenty.’

	 

	The man in the prow of the launch paused with one knee over the side and stared at me. Then he shook his leg towards our boarding ladder.

	 

	‘Registration papers,’ he said. ‘What kind of a tub is this, anyway ?’

	 

	‘It’s a power barge used for scientific purposes,’ I told him. ‘We come from a different world. We -’

	 

	 He said impatiently, ‘What kind of power ? Electric ? Don’t try to kid me, fellow; you’d never cross the Atlantic with electric power.’

	 

	I shook my head. ‘The engines are gasoline, of course. But the-’

	 

	‘Gasoline!’ The man’s look was suddenly intent. He wore a rather shabby blue uniform. I don’t think he made a move, but at that exact moment I realized he had a gun in a side holster. ‘Let’s see the registration papers,’ he repeated. ‘Quick!’

	 

	‘We don’t have any.’ I was getting exasperated. ‘We don’t come from your time at all - that is, it’s the same time, but a different probability line. Don’t you understand? We ...’

	 

	There was something about his expression. I stopped suddenly and thought for a second. Then I said, ‘Look, I’m sorry if I’m confusing. Take my word for it, this is something important and I can’t explain it to you. Can you put me in touch with a physicist ?’

	 

	‘A what?’

	 

	‘A physicist, preferably one with a speciality in nucleonics. Or any scientist, for that matter.’

	 

	He looked at me thoughtfully. ‘You don’t have a mooring permit, do you ?’

	 

	‘No, of course not.’

	 

	‘I see.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said, and clambered back down the side. I looked rather sternly around at my crew, fully aware that I had made a mess of our first contact with the world we had sired. But they were not acting very critical.

	 

	Marin still looked scared. Lee was at the rail on the other side of the barge; he was pitching coins into the water, and the youths from the dinghy - in fact, people from half a dozen little boats, and not all of them youths - were diving after them, with a good deal of squabbling.

	 

	The man in the blue uniform was back in a moment with another man, this one in a brown uniform, equally shabby.

	 

	‘- case for the Feds, not us,’ Blue Uniform was saying as they approached. ‘Possession of gasoline, no papers, claims they came from abroad.’

	 

	Brown Uniform nodded and said crisply to me, ’You’ll have to come with us.’

	 

	Blue Uniform asked sharply, ‘Where ?’

	 

	‘New York City Hall, of course. This is a New York police launch and -’

	 

	‘And a two-state harbour patrol, mac! Don’t forget it! We’ll take him to Jersey City. None of your crummy slum families are going to settle on this barge. We need housing space as much as you do!’

	 

	‘What about the gasoline?’ Brown Uniform yelled. ‘New York’s got a sixty per cent quota drag! We’re entitled to every drop that comes into the harbour until it’s made up and you can take -’

	 

	Blue Uniform suddenly shrugged. ‘Forget it,’ he said in a different tone. ‘We could have worked something out. Well, never mind, mac. Here come the Feds, so we’re both out of luck.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The Feds were as shabbily uniformed as the others, but they wore sharp-visored caps, and they took us neither to New York nor to New Jersey, but to the floating colossus beyond the Narrows, which turned out to be a sort of moored hulk doubling as a fort and administrative headquarters. It wasn’t an unpleasant trip, except that the water was sludge-grey in colour and stank as it sprayed over the wales. Since we weren’t going very fast, not much sprayed, which was a blessing.

	 

	I said gratefully to the officer in charge of the boat, ‘Thanks for getting rid of those two. They didn’t seem able to understand what I was trying to say. If you can put me in touch with some sort of scientist, I’m sure I can explain things to him. You see, we’ve been doing research in parachronon penetration. Very important research. It is no exaggeration to say that every man alive today owes his life to us! Do you understand ? It’s as if-’

	 

	He interrupted me. ’How much gasoline have you got ?’

	 

	It was a clear waste of time to talk to this one, so I merely sat in silence until we arrived at the floating headquarters. They had refused to allow me to leave either Lee or Marin on the barge and I was feeling nervous about what the boarding party might be doing to our reactor. When I said something to Lee, though, he reassured me.

	 

	‘Not enough power in it now to hurt a kitten,’ he said positively. ‘We drained it dry on the bolt.’

	 

	‘Suppose they recharge the reactor ?’ I argued.

	 

	‘With what ? We stockpiled all the reserve fuel. We couldn’t keep it in close proximity to the reactor, after all. No, don’t worry, Jom; they might mess up the instruments a little, but there won’t be any nuclear explosions, believe me. Relax. Look around and enjoy yourself. This is it, Jom, the world we’ve dreamed of! It isn’t an atomic wreck any more. It’s free, unspoiled, untainted.’

	 

	I looked at him sharply, but there was no hint of mockery in his voice or his eyes. And, getting a grip on myself, I began to see that he was right. True, things were not exactly as I had always dreamed them in this new world. I hadn’t quite counted on the hordes of people, certainly more even than the history books told of, or the evident shortage of resources and raw materials. But there were no ray scars on New York City in this world and if Target One had never been blasted, surely the rest of the world escaped!

	 

	I followed Lee’s advice: I relaxed.

	 

	Until they did as I asked and, after irritable wrangling, put me in touch with a scientist whose speciality was nucleonics.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	‘So!’ he hissed, eyes angry through the thick glasses, the silver insignia of rank on his collar glittering and dancing as he swallowed. ‘So you admit you have classified material on your barge!’

	 

	I said wearily, ‘I tell you there’s nothing classified about it.’ 

	 

	He stared at me. ‘Nothing classified about an atomic reactor ?’ he demanded. Only he spaced it out, each word with an angry emphasis of its own: Nothing. Classified. About. An. Atomic. Reactor?

	 

	‘Of course not! Not where we come from, I mean. I -’ 

	 

	‘Enough!’ he cut me off. ‘I mention to you two names: One is “V. S. Kretchwood”. And the other -’ He looked at me shrewdly through the glasses - ‘is “Brazil”. Am I correct?’ 

	 

	‘About what ?’ I asked, puzzled.

	 

	‘Don’t try to make a fool out of me! You come from Brazil and your reactor is based on Kretchwood’s First Law. Don’t try to deny it!’

	 

	I swallowed my anger and tried to placate him. ‘I have never been in Brazil in my life. I know where it is, yes. There is - there was, that is - a large population there, more than fifteen thousand. But this Kretchwood you talk of is absolutely new to me. Our reactor is based on Einstein’s equation, but I know you never heard of Einstein. That’s the whole point!’ And I went through the whole explanation again.

	 

	He passed his hand over his forehead. ‘Almost, I begin to believe you. Silly of me, I know, but -’

	 

	‘No, it isn’t silly! It’s the absolute truth,’ I insisted. ‘I can prove it to you; just examine our workdeck. You who know nothing of atomic energy will find it hard to understand, but -’

	 

	‘We do.’

	 

	-  ‘but matter and energy are the same - You what?’

	 

	‘We do know about atomic energy,’ he said. ‘That’s Kretchwood’s First Law: “E is greater than e-sub-n plus e-sub-o”.’ He scribbled it on a pad of paper: E>en+eo. ‘That is, the total energy of an atom is more than the aggregate energy of its nuclear and orbital particles, which means that, by transmutation, energy can be released. V. S. Kretchwood, 1903-1986, if I remember correctly.’

	 

	I stared blankly. They knew about binding energy; they knew about fission and fusion; they knew . . .

	 

	‘But you shouldn’t,’ I said. ‘I mean we’ve killed a man - No, excuse me; I’m a little upset. What you’re saying is that you are aware of the military and civilian implications of atomic energy.’

	 

	‘There’s a thorium pile going right under your feet,’ he said.

	 

	‘Uranium 235 -’

	 

	‘Would be better, of course,’ he nodded. ‘The problem of separation is being worked on.’

	 

	‘And you propose to make a bomb along the lines of the old Manhattan District?’

	 

	‘We call it Task Forty-four.’

	 

	Lee and Marin and I exchanged glances. ‘So there will be atomic warfare, after all,’ I said dully. ‘But isn’t all this top secret ?’

	 

	‘Of course,’ said the angry little man with stars on his collar.

	 

	‘And yet you trust us ?’

	 

	‘Where you’re going, it makes no difference. We have special - reserve areas, let’s say, for persons in improper possession of information about atomic energy. You won’t spread anything you’ve learned.’

	 

	‘But there’s nothing improper about it! You said you believed us!’

	 

	He leaned forward sharply. ‘I do,’ he said in thick, hate-filled tones. ‘I believe it’s your doing that the world didn’t have an atomic war two hundred years ago. And while you’re in the reserve areas, bear this in mind: I hope you rot there !’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Sing a dirge for one hundred and fifty thousand children of atomic cataclysm. We killed a man from the past and wiped them out, all of them, with their shattered, festering planet. 

	 

	And for nothing.

	 

	It isn’t bad here, in the reserve area, though it is a little crowded. Ours - they call it the Mojave Resettlement Project - is the worst of the lot, because there just isn’t anything in the way of natural resources here. The soil gets fertile enough, with the Los Angeles sludge piped in, but the only water that comes in is right along with the sludge. All the solids come out in the settling tanks and we kill the salts with ion exchange. The smell and the taste stay right in the water, though.

	 

	But we wouldn’t complain, if it were going to stay this way. We wouldn’t complain about the taste of the water, or the restrictions on our freedom, or the congested state of the world. Fourteen billion people!

	 

	They say that a century or so ago, there was a big campaign for birth control, back when there were only about five billion. But anyone can second-guess that: some segments of the population responded to the campaign and most did not. The only result of the effort was that the generations following were even less susceptible to such a campaign.

	 

	But, as I say, we wouldn’t complain, if we couldn’t see on the horizon the flat silhouette of Task Forty-four’s new group of breeder piles. I give us about a year more, that’s all.

	 

	Marin has the bunk above mine. I don’t sleep much, and all through the night, I hear him tossing and turning and muttering to himself. And if I listen closely, I can hear the words that are always the same:

	 

	‘Poor Dr Einstein,’ he says thickly, and then goes back to sleep.

	 

	Poor Dr Einstein! 

	 

	Poor us!
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	~ * ~

	 

	 

	Grandy Devil

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Mahlon begat Timothy, and Timothy begat Nathan, and Nathan begat Roger, and the days of their years were long on the Earth. But then Roger begat Orville, and Orville was a heller. He begat Augustus, Wayne, Walter, Benjamin and Carl, who was my father, and I guess that was going too far, because that was when Gideon Upshur stepped in to take a hand.

	 

	I was kissing Lucille in the parlour when the doorbell rang and she didn’t take kindly to the interruption. He was a big old man with a burned-brown face. He stamped the snow off his feet and stared at me out of crackling blue eyes and demanded, ‘Orvie?’

	 

	I said, ‘My name is George.’

	 

	‘Wipe the lipstick off your face, George,’ he said, and walked right in.

	 

	Lucille sat up in a hurry and began tucking the ends of her hair in place. He looked at her once and calmly took off his coat and hung it over the back of a chair by the fire and sat down.

	 

	‘My name is Upshur,’ he said. ‘Gideon Upshur. Where’s Orville Dexter?’

	 

	I had been thinking about throwing him out up until then, but that made me stop thinking about it. It was the first time anybody had come around looking for Orville Dexter in almost a year and we had just begun breathing easily again.

	 

	I said, ‘That’s my grandfather, Mr Upshur. What’s he done now?’

	 

	He looked at me. ‘You’re his grandson? And you ask me what he’s done ?’ He shook his head. ’Where is he ?’

	 

	I told him the truth: ‘We haven’t seen Grandy Orville in five years.’

	 

	‘And you don’t know where he is ?’

	 

	‘No, I don’t, Mr Upshur. He never tells anybody where he’s going. Sometimes he doesn’t even tell us after he comes back.’

	 

	The old man pursed his lips. He leaned forward, across Lucille, and poured himself a drink from the Scotch on the side table.

	 

	‘I swear,’ he said, in a high, shrill, old voice, ‘these Dexters are a caution. Go home.’

	 

	He was talking to Lucille. She looked at him sulkily and opened her mouth, but I cut in.

	 

	‘This is my fiancée,’ I said.

	 

	‘Hah,’ he said. ‘No doubt. Well, there’s nothing to do but have it out with Orvie. Is the bed made up in the guestroom ?’

	 

	I protested, ‘Mr Upshur, it isn’t that we aren’t glad to see any friend of Grandy’s, but Lord knows when he’ll be home. It might be tomorrow, it might be six months from now or years.’

	 

	‘I’ll wait,’ he said over his shoulder, climbing the stairs.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Having him there wasn’t so bad after the first couple of weeks. I phoned Uncle Wayne about it, and he sounded quite excited.

	 

	‘Tall, heavy-set old man?’ he asked. ‘Very dark complexion ?’

	 

	‘That’s the one,’ I said. ‘He seemed to know his way around the house pretty well, too.’

	 

	‘Well, why wouldn’t he ?’ Uncle Wayne didn’t say anything for a second. ‘Tell you what, George. You get your brothers together and -’

	 

	‘I can’t, Uncle Wayne,’ I said. ‘Harold’s in the Army. I don’t know where William’s got to.’

	 

	He didn’t say anything for another second. ‘Well, don’t worry. I’ll give you a call as soon as I get back.’

	 

	‘Are you going somewhere, Uncle Wayne?’ I wanted to know.

	 

	‘I certainly am, George,’ he said, and hung up.

	 

	So there I was, alone in the house with Mr Upshur. That’s the trouble with being the youngest.

	 

	Lucille wouldn’t come to the house any more, either. I went out to her place a couple of times, but it was too cold to drive the Jaguar and William had taken the big sedan with him when he left, and Lucille refused to go anywhere with me in the jeep. So all we could do was sit in her parlour, and her mother sat right there with us, knitting and making little remarks about Grandy Orvie and that girl in Eatontown.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	So, all in all, I was pretty glad when the kitchen door opened and Grandy Orvie walked in.

	 

	‘Grandy!’ I cried. ‘I’m glad to see you! There’s a man -’

	 

	‘Hush, George,’ he said. ‘Where is he?’

	 

	‘Upstairs. He usually takes a nap after I bring him his dinner on a tray.’

	 

	‘You take his dinner up ? What’s the matter with the servants ?’

	 

	I coughed. ‘Well, Grandy, after that trouble in Eatontown, they -’

	 

	‘Never mind,’ he said hastily. ‘Go ahead with what you’re doing.’

	 

	I finished scraping the dishes into the garbage-disposer and stacked them in the washer, while he sat there in his overcoat watching me.

	 

	‘George,’ he said at last, ‘I’m an old man. A very old man.’

	 

	‘Yes, Grandy,’ I answered.

	 

	‘My grandfather’s older than I am. And his grandfather is older than that.’

	 

	‘Well, sure,’ I said reasonably. ‘I never met them, did I, Grandy?’

	 

	‘No, George. At least, I don’t believe they’ve been home much these last few years. Grandy Timothy was here in ‘86, but I don’t believe you were born yet. Come to think of it, even your dad wasn’t born by then.’

	 

	‘Dad’s sixty,’ I told him. ‘I’m twenty-one.’

	 

	‘Certainly you are, George. And your dad thinks a lot of you. He mentioned you just a couple of months ago. He said that you were getting to an age where you ought to be told about us Dexters.’

	 

	‘Told what, Grandy Orville?’ I asked.

	 

	‘Confound it, George, that’s what I’m coming to! Can’t you see that I’m trying to tell you something? It’s hard to put into words, that’s all.’

	 

	‘Can I help ?’ said Gideon Upshur from the door.

	 

	Grandy Orville stood up straight and frosty. ‘I’ll thank you, Gideon Upshur, to stay the be-dickens out of a family discussion!‘

	 

	‘It’s my family, too, young man,’ said Gideon Upshur. ‘And that’s why I’m here. I warned Cousin Mahlon, but he wouldn’t listen, I warned Timothy, but he ran off to America - and look what he started!’

	 

	‘A man’s got a right to pass on his name,’ Grandy Orville said pridefully.

	 

	‘Once, yes! I never said a man couldn’t have a son - though you know I’ve never had one, Orvie. Where would the world be if all of us had children three and four at a time, the way you Dexters have been doing? Four now - sixteen when the kids grow up - sixty-four when their kids grow up. Why, in four or five hundred years, there’d be trillions of us, Orvie. The whole world would be covered six layers deep with immortals, squirming and fidgeting and I -’

	 

	‘Hush, man!’ howled Grandy Orville. ‘Not in front of the boy!’

	 

	Gideon Upshur stood up and yelled right back at him. ‘It’s time he found out! I’m warning you, Orville Dexter, either you mend your ways or I’ll mend them for you. I didn’t come here to talk; I’m prepared to take sterner measures if I have to!’

	 

	‘Why, you reeking pustoon,’ Grandy Orville started, but then he caught sight of me. ‘Out of here, George! Go up to your room till I call you. And as for you, you old idiot, I’m as prepared as you are, if it comes to that -’

	 

	I went. It looked like trouble and I hated to leave Grandy Orville alone, but orders were orders; Dad had taught me that. The noises from the kitchen were terrible for a while, but by and by they died down.

	 

	It was quiet for a long, long time. After a couple of hours, I began to get worried and I went back downstairs quietly and pushed the kitchen door open a crack.

	 

	Grandy Orville was sitting at the kitchen table, staring into space. I didn’t see Mr Upshur at all.

	 

	Grandy Orville looked up and said in a tired voice, ‘Come in, George. I was just catching my breath.’

	 

	‘Where did Mr Upshur go ?’ I asked.

	 

	‘It was self-defence,’ he said quickly. ’He’d outlived his usefulness, anyway.’

	 

	I stared at him. ‘Did something happen to Mr Upshur?’ I asked.

	 

	He sighed. ‘George, sometimes I think the old blood is running thin. Now don’t bother me with any more questions right now, till I rest up a bit.’

	 

	Orders were orders, as I say. I noticed that the garbage-disposal unit was whirring and I walked over to shut it off.

	 

	‘Funny,’ I said. ‘I forgot I left it running.’

	 

	Grandy Orville said nervously, ‘Don’t give it a thought. Say, George, they haven’t installed sewer lines while I was away, have they?’

	 

	‘No, they haven’t, Grandy,’ I told him. ‘Same old dry well and septic tank.’

	 

	‘That’s too bad,’ he grumbled. ‘Well, I don’t suppose it matters.’

	 

	I wasn’t listening too closely; I had noticed that the floor was slick and shiny.

	 

	‘Grandy,’ I said, ‘you didn’t have to mop the floor for me. I can manage, even if all the servants did quit when -’

	 

	‘Oh, shut up about the servants,’ he snapped testily. ‘George, I’ve been thinking. There’s a lot that needs to be explained to you, but this isn’t the best time for it and maybe your dad ought to do the explaining. He knows you better than I do. Frankly, George, I just don’t know how to put things so you’ll understand. Didn’t you ever notice that there was anything different about us Dexters ?’

	 

	‘Well, we’re pretty rich.’

	 

	‘I don’t mean that. For instance, that time you were run over by the truck when you were a kid. Didn’t that make you suspect anything - how soon you mended, I mean ?’

	 

	‘Why, I don’t think so, Grandy,’ I said, thinking back. ‘Dad told me that all the Dexters always healed fast.’ I bent down and looked under the table Grandy Orville was sitting at. ‘Why, that looks like old clothes down there. Isn’t that the same kind of suit Mr Upshur was wearing ?’

	 

	Grandy Orville shrugged tiredly. ‘He left it for you,’ he explained. ‘Now don’t ask me any more questions, because I’ve got to go away for a while and I’m late now. If your Uncle Wayne comes back, tell him thanks for letting me know Mr Upshur was here. I’ll give your regards to your dad if we happen to meet.’

	 

	Well, that was last winter. I wish Grandy would come back so I could stop worrying about the problem he left me.

	 

	Lucille never did get over her peeve, so I married Alice along about the middle of February. I’d have liked having some of the family there at the wedding, but none of them was in town just then - since, for that matter - and it wasn’t really necessary because I was of legal age.

	 

	I was happy with Alice right from the start, but even more important, it explained what Grandy and Mr Upshur had been trying to tell me. About what us Dexters are, that is.

	 

	Alice is a very attractive girl and a good housekeeper, which is a good thing - we haven’t been able to get any of the servants back. But that’s good, too, in a way, because it keeps her inside the house a lot.

	 

	It’s getting on towards nice weather, though, and I’m having a tough time keeping her away from the third terrace, where the dry well and septic tank are. And if she goes down there, she’s bound to hear the noises.

	 

	I don’t know. Maybe the best thing I could do would be to roll the stone off the top of the septic tank and let what’s struggling around in there come out.

	 

	But I’m afraid he’s pretty mad.

	 

	<<Contents>>
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	The Tunnel Under The World

	 

	 

	 

	 

	On the morning of June 15th, Guy Burckhardt woke up screaming out of a dream.

	 

	It was more real than any dream he had ever had in his life. He could still hear and feel the sharp, ripping-metal explosion, the violent heave that had tossed him furiously out of bed, the searing wave of heat.

	 

	He sat up convulsively and stared, not believing what he saw, at the quiet room and the bright sunlight coming in the window.

	 

	He croaked, ‘Mary?’

	 

	His wife was not in the bed next to him. The covers were tumbled and awry, as though she had just left it, and the memory of the dream was so strong that instinctively he found himself searching the floor to see if the dream explosion had thrown her down.

	 

	But she wasn’t there. Of course she wasn’t, he told himself, looking at the familiar vanity and slipper chair, the uncracked window, the unbuckled wall. It had only been a dream.

	 

	‘Guy ?’ His wife was calling him querulously from the foot of the stairs.’ Guy, dear, are you all right ?’

	 

	He called weakly, ‘Sure.’

	 

	There was a pause. Then Mary said doubtfully, ‘Breakfast is ready. Are you sure you’re all right ? I thought I heard you yelling.’

	 

	Burckhardt said more confidently, ‘I had a bad dream, honey. Be right down.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	In the shower, punching the lukewarm-and-Cologne he favoured, he told himself that it had been a beaut of a dream. Still bad dreams weren’t unusual, especially bad dreams about explosions. In the past thirty years of H-bomb jitters, who had not dreamed of explosions ?

	 

	Even Mary had dreamed of them, it turned out, for he started to tell her about the dream, but she cut him off. ‘You did?’ Her voice was astonished. ‘Why, dear, I dreamed the same thing! Well, almost the same thing. I didn’t actually hear anything. I dreamed that something woke me up, and then there was a sort of quick bang, and then something hit me on the head. And that was all. Was yours like that ?’

	 

	Burckhardt coughed. ‘Well, no,’ he said. Mary was not one of the strong-as-a-man, brave-as-a-tiger women. It was not necessary, he thought, to tell her all the little details of the dream that made it seem so real. No need to mention the splintered ribs, and the salt bubble in his throat, and the agonized knowledge that this was death. He said,’ Maybe there really was some kind of explosion downtown. Maybe we heard it and it started us dreaming.’

	 

	Mary reached over and patted his hand absently. ‘Maybe,’ she agreed. ‘It’s almost half past eight, dear. Shouldn’t you hurry? You don’t want to be late to the office.’

	 

	He gulped his food, kissed her and rushed out - not so much to be on time as to see if his guess had been right.

	 

	But downtown Tylerton looked as it always had. Coming in on the bus, Burckhardt watched critically out of the window, seeking evidence of an explosion. There wasn’t any. If anything, Tylerton looked better than it ever had before. It was a beautiful crisp day, the sky was cloudless, the buildings were clean and inviting. They had, he observed, steam-blasted the Power & Light Building, the town’s only skyscraper - that was the penalty of having Contro Chemicals’ main plant on the outskirts of town; the fumes from the cascade stills left their mark on stone buildings.

	 

	None of the usual crowd were on the bus, so there wasn’t anyone Burckhardt could ask about the explosion. And by the time he got out at the corner of Fifth and Lehigh and the bus rolled away with a muted diesel moan, he had pretty well convinced himself that it was all imagination.

	 

	He stopped at the cigar stand in the lobby of his office building, but Ralph wasn’t behind the counter. The man who sold him his pack of cigarettes was a stranger.

	 

	‘Where’s Mr Stebbins?’ Burckhardt asked.

	 

	The man said politely, ‘Sick, sir. He’ll be in tomorrow. A pack of Marlins today ?’

	 

	‘Chesterfields,’ Burckhardt corrected.

	 

	‘Certainly, sir,’ the man said. But what he took from the rack and slid across the counter was an unfamiliar green-and-yellow pack.

	 

	‘Do try these, sir,’ he suggested. ‘They contain an anti-cough factor. Ever notice how ordinary cigarettes make you choke every once in a while ?’

	 

	Burckhardt said suspiciously, ‘I never heard of this brand.’

	 

	‘Of course not. They’re something new.’ Burckhardt hesitated, and the man said persuasively, ‘Look, try them out at my risk. If you don’t like them, bring back the empty pack and I’ll refund your money. Fair enough ?’

	 

	Burckhardt shrugged. ‘How can I lose ? But give me a pack of Chesterfields, too, will you ?’

	 

	He opened the pack and lit one while he waited for the elevator. They weren’t bad, he decided, though he was suspicious of cigarettes that had the tobacco chemically treated in any way. But he didn’t think much of Ralph’s stand-in; it would raise hell with the trade at the cigar stand if the man tried to give every customer the same high-pressure sales talk.

	 

	The elevator door opened with a low-pitched sound of music. Burckhardt and two or three others got in and he nodded to them as the door closed. The thread of music switched off and the speaker in the ceiling of the cab began its usual commercials.

	 

	No, not the usual commercials, Burckhardt realized. He had been exposed to the captive-audience commercials so long that they hardly registered on the outer ear any more, but what was coming from the recorded programme in the basement of the building caught his attention. It wasn’t merely that the brands were mostly unfamiliar; it was a difference in pattern.

	 

	There were jingles with an insistent, bouncy rhythm, about soft drinks he had never tasted. There was a rapid patter dialogue between what sounded like two ten-year-old boys about a candy bar, followed by an authoritative bass rumble: ‘Go right out and get a DELICIOUS Choco-Bite and eat your TANGY Choco-bite all up. That’s Choco-Bite!’ There was a sobbing female whine: ‘I wish I had a Feckle Freezer! I’d do anything for a Feckle Freezer!’ Burckhardt reached his floor and left the elevator in the middle of the last one. It left him a little uneasy. The commercials were not for familiar brands; there was no feeling of use and custom to them.

	 

	But the office was happily normal - except that Mr Barth wasn’t in. Miss Mitkin, yawning at the reception desk, didn’t know exactly why. ‘His home phoned, that’s all. He’ll be in tomorrow.’

	 

	‘Maybe he went to the plant. It’s right near his house.’

	 

	She looked indifferent. ‘Yeah.’

	 

	A thought struck Burckhardt. ‘But today is June 15th! It’s quarterly tax return day - he has to sign the return!’

	 

	Miss Mitkin shrugged to indicate that that was Burckhardt’s problem, not hers. She returned to her nails.

	 

	Thoroughly exasperated, Burckhardt went to his desk. It wasn’t that he couldn’t sign the tax returns as well as Barth, he thought resentfully. It simply wasn’t his job, that was all; it was a responsibility that Barth, as office manager for Contro Chemicals’ downtown office, should have taken.

	 

	He thought briefly of calling Barth at his home or trying to reach him at the factory, but he gave up the idea quickly enough. He didn’t really care much for the people at the factory and the less contact he had with them, the better. He had been to the factory once, with Barth; it had been a confusing and, in a way, frightening experience. Barring a handful of executives and engineers, there wasn’t a soul in the factory - that is, Burckhardt corrected himself, remembering what Barth had told him, not a living soul - just the machines.

	 

	According to Barth, each machine was controlled by a sort of computer which reproduced, in its electronic snarl, the actual memory and mind of a human being. It was an unpleasant thought. Barth, laughing, had assured him that there was no Frankenstein business of robbing graveyards and implanting brains in machines. It was only a matter, he said, of transferring a man’s habit patterns from brain cells to vacuum-tube cells. It didn’t hurt the man and it didn’t make the machine into a monster.

	 

	But they made Burckhardt uncomfortable all the same.

	 

	He put Barth and the factory and all his other little irritations out of his mind and tackled the tax returns. It took him until noon to verify the figures - which Barth could have done out of his memory and his private ledger in ten minutes, Burckhardt resentfully reminded himself.

	 

	He sealed them in an envelope and walked out to Miss Mitkin. ‘Since Mr Barth isn’t here, we’d better go to lunch in shifts,’ he said. ‘You can go first.’

	 

	‘Thanks.’ Miss Mitkin languidly took her bag out of the desk drawer and began to apply make-up.

	 

	Burckhardt offered her the envelope. ‘Drop this in the mall for me, will you ? Uh - wait a minute. I wonder if I ought to phone Mr Barth to make sure. Did his wife say whether he was able to take phone calls ?’

	 

	‘Didn’t say.’ Miss Mitkin blotted her lips carefully with a Kleenex. ‘Wasn’t his wife, anyway. It was his daughter who called and left the message.’

	 

	‘The kid?’ Burckhardt frowned. ‘I thought she was away at school.’

	 

	‘She called, that’s all I know.’

	 

	Burckhardt went back to his own office and stared distastefully at the unopened mail on his desk. He didn’t like nightmares; they spoiled his whole day. He should have stayed in bed, like Barth.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	A funny thing happened on his way home. There was a disturbance at the corner where he usually caught his bus - someone was screaming something about a new kind of deep-freeze - so he walked an extra block. He saw the bus coming and started to trot. But behind him, someone was calling his name. He looked over his shoulder; a small harried-looking man was hurrying towards him.

	 

	Burckhardt hesitated, and then recognized him. It was a casual acquaintance named Swanson. Burckhardt sourly observed that he had already missed the bus.

	 

	He said, ‘Hello.’

	 

	Swanson’s face was desperately eager. ‘Burckhardt?’ he asked inquiringly, with an odd intensity. And then he just stood there silently, watching Burckhardt’s face, with a burning eagerness that dwindled to a faint hope and died to a regret. He was searching for something, waiting for something, Burckhardt thought. But whatever it was he wanted, Burckhardt didn’t know how to supply it.

	 

	Burckhardt coughed and said again, ‘Hello, Swanson.’

	 

	Swanson didn’t even acknowledge the greeting. He merely sighed a very deep sigh.

	 

	‘Nothing doing,’ he mumbled, apparently to himself. He nodded abstractedly to Burckhardt and turned away.

	 

	Burckhardt watched the slumped shoulders disappear in the crowd. It was an odd sort of day, he thought, and one he didn’t much like. Things weren’t going right.

	 

	Riding home on the next bus, he brooded about it. It wasn’t anything terrible or disastrous; it was something out of his experience entirely. You live your life, like any man, and you form a network of impressions and reactions. You expect things. When you open your medicine chest, your razor is expected to be on the second shelf; when you lock your front door, you expect to have to give it a slight extra tug to make it latch.

	 

	It isn’t the things that are right and perfect in your life that make it familiar. It is the things that are just a little bit wrong - the sticking latch, the light switch at the head of the stairs that needs an extra push because the spring is old and weak, the rug that unfailingly skids underfoot.

	 

	It wasn’t just that things were wrong with the pattern of Burckhardt’s life; it was that the wrong things were wrong. For instance, Barth hadn’t come into the office, yet Barth always came in.

	 

	Burckhardt brooded about it through dinner. He brooded about it, despite his wife’s attempt to interest him in a game of bridge with the neighbours, all through the evening. The neighbours were people he liked - Anne and Farley Dennerman. He had known them all their lives. But they were odd and brooding, too, this night and he barely listened to Dennerman’s complaints about not being able to get good phone service or his wife’s comments on the disgusting variety of television commercials they had these days.

	 

	Burckhardt was well on the way to setting an all-time record for continuous abstraction when, around midnight, with a suddenness that surprised him - he was strangely aware of it happening - he turned over in his bed and, quickly and completely, fell asleep.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	On the morning of June 15th, Burckhardt woke up screaming. It was more real than any dream he had ever had in his life. He could still hear the explosion, feel the blast that crushed him against a wall. It did not seem right that he should be sitting bolt upright in bed in an undisturbed room.

	 

	His wife came pattering up the stairs. ‘Darling!’ she cried. ‘What’s the matter?’

	 

	He mumbled, ‘Nothing. Bad dream.’

	 

	She relaxed, hand on heart. In an angry tone, she started to say: ‘You gave me such a shock -’

	 

	But a noise from outside interrupted her. There was a wail of sirens and a clang of bells; it was loud and shocking.

	 

	The Burckhardts stared at each other for a heartbeat, then hurried fearfully to the window.

	 

	There were no rumbling fire engines in the street, only a small panel truck, cruising slowly along. Flaring loudspeaker horns crowned its top. From them issued the screaming sound of sirens, growing in intensity, mixed with the rumble of heavy-duty engines and the sound of bells. It was a perfect record of fire engines arriving at a four-alarm blaze.

	 

	Burckhardt said in amazement, ‘Mary, that’s against the law! Do you know what they’re doing? They’re playing records of a fire. What are they up to ?’

	 

	‘Maybe it’s a practical joke,’ his wife offered.

	 

	‘Joke? Waking up the whole neighbourhood at six o’clock in the morning ?’ He shook his head. ‘The police will be here in ten minutes,’ he predicted. ‘Wait and see.’

	 

	But the police weren’t - not in ten minutes, or at all. Whoever the pranksters in the car were, they apparently had a police permit for their games.

	 

	The car took a position in the middle of the block and stood silent for a few minutes. Then there was a crackle from the speaker, and a giant voice chanted: 

	 

	‘Feckle Freezers! 

	Feckle Freezers! 

	Gotta have a 

	Feckle Freezer! 

	Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, 

	Feckle, Feckle, Feckle -’ 

	 

	It went on and on. Every house on the block had faces staring out of windows by then. The voice was not merely loud; it was nearly deafening.

	 

	Burckhardt shouted to his wife, over the uproar, ‘What the hell is a Feckle Freezer ?’

	 

	‘Some kind of a freezer, I guess, dear,’ she shrieked back unhelpfully.

	 

	Abruptly the noise stopped and the truck stood silent. It was still misty morning; the sun’s rays came horizontally across the rooftops. It was impossible to believe that, a moment ago, the silent block had been bellowing the name of a freezer.

	 

	‘A crazy advertising trick,’ Burckhardt said bitterly. He yawned and turned away from the window. ‘Might as well get dressed. I guess that’s the end of-’

	 

	The bellow caught him from behind; it was almost like a hard slap on the ears. A harsh, sneering voice, louder than the archangel’s trumpet, howled:

	 

	‘Have you got a freezer! It stinks ! If it isn’t a Feckle Freezer, it stinks! If it’s a last year’s Feckle Freezer, it stinks! Only this year’s Feckle Freezer is any good at all! You know who owns an Ajax Freezer? Fairies own Ajax Freezers! You know who owns a Triplecold Freezer? Commies own Triplecold Freezers ! Every freezer but a brand-new Feckle Freezer stinks !’

	 

	The voice screamed inarticulately with rage. ‘I’m warning you! Get out and buy a Feckle Freezer right away! Hurry up! Hurry for Feckle! Hurry for Feckle! Hurry, hurry, hurry, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle . . .’

	 

	It stopped eventually. Burckhardt licked his lips. He started to say to his wife, ‘Maybe we ought to call the police about -’ when the speakers erupted again. It caught him off guard; it was intended to catch him off guard. It screamed:

	 

	‘Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle. Cheap freezers ruin your food. You’ll get sick and throw up. You’ll get sick and die. Buy a Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle! Ever take a piece of meat out of the freezer you’ve got and see how rotten and mouldy it is? Buy a Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle, Feckle. Do you want to eat rotten, stinking food? Or do you want to wise up and buy a Feckle, Feckle, Feckle -’

	 

	That did it. With fingers that kept stabbing the wrong holes, Burckhardt finally managed to dial the local police station. He got a busy signal - it was apparent that he was not the only one with the same idea - and while he was shakily dialling again, the noise outside stopped.

	 

	He looked out of the window. The truck was gone.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Burckhardt loosened his tie and ordered another Frosty-Flip from the waiter. If only they wouldn’t keep the Crystal Café so hot! The new paint job - searing reds and blinding yellows - was bad enough, but someone seemed to have the delusion that this was January instead of June; the place was a good ten degrees warmer than outside.

	 

	He swallowed the Frosty-Flip in two gulps. It had a kind of peculiar flavour, he thought, but not bad. It certainly cooled you off, just as the waiter had promised. He reminded himself to pick up a carton of them on the way home; Mary might like them. She was always interested in something new.

	 

	He stood up awkwardly as the girl came across the restaurant towards him. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen in Tylerton. Chin-height, honey-blonde hair and a figure that - well, it was all hers. There was no doubt in the world that the dress that clung to her was the only thing she wore. He felt as if he were blushing as she greeted him.

	 

	‘Mr Burckhardt.’ The voice was like distant tomtoms. ‘It’s wonderful of you to let me see you, after this morning.’

	 

	He cleared his throat. ‘Not at all. Won’t you sit down, Miss -’

	 

	‘April Horn,’ she murmured, sitting down - beside him, not where he had pointed on the other side of the table. ‘Call me April, won’t you ?’

	 

	She was wearing some kind of perfume, Burckhardt noted with what little of his mind was functioning at all. It didn’t seem fair that she should be using perfume as well as everything else. He came to with a start and realized that the waiter was leaving with an order for filets mignon for two.

	 

	‘Hey!’ he objected.

	 

	‘Please, Mr Burckhardt.’ Her shoulder was against his, her face was turned to him, her breath was warm, her expression was tender and solicitous. ‘This is all on the Feckle Corporation. Please let them - it’s the least they can do.’

	 

	He felt her hand burrowing into his pocket.

	 

	‘I put the price of the meal into your pocket,’ she whispered conspiratorially. ‘Please do that for me, won’t you? I mean I’d appreciate it if you’d pay the waiter - I’m old-fashioned about things like that.’

	 

	She smiled meltingly, then became mock-businesslike. ‘But you must take the money,’ she insisted. ‘Why, you’re letting Feckle off lightly if you do! You could sue them for every nickle they’ve got, disturbing your sleep like that.’

	 

	With a dizzy feeling, as though he had just seen someone make a rabbit disappear into a top hat, he said, ‘Why, it really wasn’t so bad, uh, April. A little noisy, maybe, but -’

	 

	‘Oh, Mr Burckhardt!’ The blue eyes were wide and admiring. ‘I knew you’d understand. It’s just that - well, it’s such a wonderful freezer that some of the outside men get carried away, so to speak. As soon as the main office found out about what happened, they sent representatives around to every house on the block to apologize. Your wife told us where we could phone you - and I’m so very pleased that you were willing to let me have lunch with you, so that I could apologize, too. Because truly, Mr Burckhardt, it is a fine freezer.

	 

	‘I shouldn’t tell you this, but -’ The blue eyes were shyly lowered - ‘I’d do almost anything for Feckle Freezers. It’s more than a job to me.’ She looked up. She was enchanting. ‘I bet you think I’m silly, don’t you ?’

	 

	Burckhardt coughed. ‘Well, I -’

	 

	‘Oh, you don’t want to be unkind!’ She shook her head. ‘No, don’t pretend. You think it’s silly. But really, Mr Burckhardt, you wouldn’t think so if you knew more about the Feckle. Let me show you this little booklet -’

	 

	Burckhardt got back from lunch a full hour late. It wasn’t only the girl who delayed him. There had been a curious interview with a little man named Swanson, whom he barely knew, who had stopped him with desperate urgency on the street - and then left him cold.

	 

	But it didn’t matter much. Mr Barth, for the first time since Burckhardt had worked there, was out for the day - leaving Burckhardt stuck with the quarterly tax returns.

	 

	What did matter, though, was that somehow he had signed a purchase order for a twelve-cubic-foot Feckle Freezer, upright model, self-defrosting, list price $625, with a ten per cent ‘ courtesy’ discount - ‘Because of that horrid affair this morning, Mr Burckhardt,’ she had said.

	 

	And he wasn’t sure how he could explain it to his wife.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	He needn’t have worried. As he walked in the front door, his wife said almost immediately, ‘I wonder if we can’t afford a new freezer, dear. There was a man here to apologize about that noise and - well, we got to talking and -’

	 

	She had signed a purchase order, too.

	 

	It had been the damnedest day, Burckhardt thought later, on his way up to bed. But the day wasn’t done with him yet. At the head of the stairs, the weakened spring in the electric light switch refused to click at all. He snapped it back and forth angrily and, of course, succeeded in jarring the tumbler out of its pins. The wires shorted and every light in the house went out.

	 

	‘Damn!’ said Guy Burckhardt.

	 

	‘Fuse ?’ His wife shrugged sleepily. ‘Let it go till the morning, dear.’

	 

	Burckhardt shook his head. ‘You go back to bed. I’ll be right along.’

	 

	It wasn’t so much that he cared about fixing the fuse, but he was too restless for sleep. He disconnected the bad switch with a screwdriver, tumbled down into the black kitchen, found the flashlight and climbed gingerly down the cellar stairs. He located a spare fuse, pushed an empty trunk over to the fuse box to stand on and twisted out the old fuse.

	 

	When the new one was in, he heard the starting click and steady drone of the refrigerator in the kitchen overhead.

	 

	He headed back to the steps, and stopped.

	 

	Where the old trunk had been, the cellar floor gleamed oddly bright. He inspected it in the flashlight beam. It was metal!

	 

	‘Son of a gun,’ said Guy Burckhardt. He shook his head unbelievingly. He peered closer, rubbed the edges of the metallic patch with his thumb and acquired an annoying cut - the edges were sharp.

	 

	The stained cement floor of the cellar was a thin shell. He found a hammer and cracked it off in a dozen spots - everywhere was metal.

	 

	The whole cellar was a copper box. Even the cement-brick walls were false fronts over a metal sheath!

	 

	Baffled, he attacked one of the foundation beams. That, at least, was real wood. The glass in the cellar windows was real glass.

	 

	He sucked his bleeding thumb and tried the base of the cellar stairs. Real wood. He chipped at the bricks under the oil burner. Real bricks. The retaining walls, the floor - they were faked.

	 

	It was as though someone had shored up the house with a frame of metal and then laboriously concealed the evidence.

	 

	The biggest surprise was the upside-down boat hull that blocked the rear half of the cellar, relic of a brief home-workshop period that Burckhardt had gone through a couple of years before. From above, it looked perfectly normal. Inside, though, where there should have been thwarts and seats and lockers, there was a mere tangle of braces, rough and unfinished.

	 

	‘But I built that!’ Burckhardt exclaimed, forgetting his thumb. He leaned against the hull dizzily, trying to think this thing through. For reasons beyond his comprehension, someone had taken his boat and his cellar away, maybe his whole house, and replaced them with a clever mock-up of the real thing.

	 

	‘That’s crazy,’ he said to the empty cellar. He stared around in the light of the flash. He whispered, ‘What in the name of Heaven would anybody do that for ?’

	 

	Reason refused an answer; there wasn’t any reasonable answer. For long minutes, Burckhardt contemplated the uncertain picture of his own sanity.

	 

	He peered under the boat again, hoping to reassure himself that it was a mistake, just his imagination. But the sloppy, unfinished bracing was unchanged. He crawled under for a better look, feeling the rough wood incredulously. Utterly impossible!

	 

	He switched off the flashlight and started to wriggle out. But he didn’t make it. In the moment between the command to his legs to move and the crawling out, he felt a sudden draining weariness flooding through him.

	 

	Consciousness went - not easily, but as though it were being taken away, and Guy Burckhardt was asleep.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	On the morning of June 16th, Guy Burckhardt woke up in a cramped position huddled under the hull of the boat in his basement - and raced upstairs to find it was June 15th.

	 

	The first thing he had done was to make a frantic, hasty inspection of the boat hull, the faked cellar floor, the imitation stone. They were all as he had remembered them, all completely unbelievable.

	 

	The kitchen was its placid, unexciting self. The electric clock was purring soberly around the dial. Almost six o’clock, it said. His wife would be waking at any moment.

	 

	Burckhardt flung open the front door and stared out into the quiet street. The morning paper was tossed carelessly against the steps, and as he retrieved it, he noticed that this was the 15th day of June.

	 

	But that was impossible. Yesterday was the 15th of June. It was not a date one would forget, it was quarterly tax-return day.

	 

	He went back into the hall and picked up the telephone; he dialled for Weather Information, and got a well-modulated chant: ‘- and cooler, some showers. Barometric pressure thirty point zero four, rising . . . United States Weather Bureau forecast for June 15th. Warm and sunny, with high around -’

	 

	He hung the phone up. June 15th.

	 

	‘Holy heaven!’ Burckhardt said prayerfully. Things were very odd indeed. He heard the ring of his wife’s alarm and bounded up the stairs.

	 

	Mary Burckhardt was sitting upright in bed with the terrified, uncomprehending stare of someone just waking out of a nightmare.

	 

	‘Oh!’ she gasped, as her husband came in the room. ‘Darling, I just had the most terrible dream! It was like an explosion and-’

	 

	‘Again?’ Burckhardt asked, not very sympathetically. ‘Mary, something’s funny! I knew there was something wrong all day yesterday and -’

	 

	He went on to tell her about the copper box that was the cellar, and the odd mock-up someone had made of his boat. Mary looked astonished, then alarmed, then placatory and uneasy.

	 

	She said, ‘Dear, are you sure ? Because I was cleaning that old trunk out just last week and I didn’t notice anything.’

	 

	‘Positive!’ said Guy Burckhardt. ‘I dragged it over to the wall to step on it to put a new fuse in after we blew the lights out and -’

	 

	‘After we what ?’ Mary was looking more than merely alarmed.

	 

	‘After we blew the lights out. You know, when the switch at the head of the stairs stuck. I went down to the cellar and -’

	 

	Mary sat up in bed. ‘Guy, the switch didn’t stick. I turned out the lights myself last night.’

	 

	Burckhardt glared at his wife. ‘Now I know you didn’t! Come here and take a look!’

	 

	He stalked out to the landing and dramatically pointed to the bad switch, the one that he had unscrewed and left hanging the night before . . .

	 

	Only it wasn’t. It was as it had always been. Unbelieving, Burckhardt pressed it and the lights sprang up in both halls.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Mary, looking pale and worried, left him to go down to the kitchen and start breakfast. Burckhardt stood staring at the switch for a long time. His mental processes were gone beyond the point of disbelief and shock; they simply were not functioning.

	 

	He shaved and dressed and ate his breakfast in a state of numb introspection. Mary didn’t disturb him; she was apprehensive and soothing. She kissed him good-bye as he hurried out to the bus without another word.

	 

	Miss Mitkin, at the reception desk, greeted him with a yawn. ‘Morning,’ she said drowsily. ‘Mr Barth won’t be in today.’

	 

	Burckhardt started to say something, but checked himself. She would not know that Barth hadn’t been in yesterday, either, because she was tearing a June 14th pad of her calendar to make way for the ‘new’ June 15th sheet.

	 

	He staggered to his own desk and stared unseeingly at the morning’s mail. It had not even been opened yet, but he knew that the Factory Distributors envelope contained an order for twenty thousand feet of the new acoustic tile, and the one from Finebeck & Sons was a complaint.

	 

	After a long while, he forced himself to open them. They were.

	 

	By lunchtime, driven by a desperate sense of urgency, Burckhardt made Miss Mitkin take her lunch hour first - the June-fifteenth-that-was-yesterday, he had gone first. She went, looking vaguely worried about his strained insistence, but it made no difference to Burckhardt’s mood.

	 

	The phone rang and Burckhardt picked it up abstractedly. ‘Contro Chemicals Downtown, Burckhardt speaking.’

	 

	The voice said, ‘This is Swanson,’ and stopped.

	 

	Burckhardt waited expectantly, but that was all. He said, ‘Hello?’

	 

	Again the pause. Then Swanson asked in sad resignation, ‘Still nothing, eh?’

	 

	‘Nothing what? Swanson, is there something you want? You came up to me yesterday and went through this routine. You-’

	 

	The voice crackled: ‘Burckhardt! Oh, my good heavens, you remember! Stay right there - I’ll be down in half an hour!’

	 

	‘What’s this all about?’

	 

	‘Never mind,’ the little man said exultantly. ‘Tell you about it when I see you. Don’t say any more over the phone - somebody may be listening. Just wait there. Say, hold on a minute. Will you be alone in the office ?’

	 

	‘Well, no. Miss Mitkin will probably -’

	 

	‘Hell. Look, Burckhardt, where do you eat lunch ? Is it good and noisy?’

	 

	‘Why, I suppose so. The Crystal Café. It’s just about a block -’

	 

	‘I know where it is. Meet you in half an hour!’ And the receiver clicked.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The Crystal Café was no longer painted red, but the temperature was still up. And they had added piped-in music interspersed with commercials. The advertisements were for Frosty-Flip, Marlin Cigarettes - ‘They’re sanitized,’ the announcer purred - and something called Choco-Bite candy bars that Burckhardt couldn’t remember ever having heard of before. But he heard more about them quickly enough.

	 

	While he was waiting for Swanson to show up, a girl in the cellophane skirt of a nightclub cigarette vendor came through the restaurant with a tray of tiny scarlet-wrapped candies.

	 

	‘Choco-Bites are tangy,’ she was murmuring as she came close to his table. ‘Choco-Bites are tangier than tangy!’

	 

	Burckhardt, intent on watching for the strange little man who had phoned him, paid little attention. But as she scattered a handful of the confections over the table next to his, smiling at the occupants, he caught a glimpse of her and turned to stare.

	 

	‘Why, Miss Horn!’ he said.

	 

	The girl dropped her tray of candies.

	 

	Burckhardt rose, concerned over the girl. ‘Is something wrong ?’

	 

	But she fled.

	 

	The manager of the restaurant was staring suspiciously at Burckhardt, who sank back in his seat and tried to look inconspicuous. He hadn’t insulted the girl! Maybe she was just a very strictly reared young lady, he thought - in spite of the long bare legs under the cellophane skirt - and when he addressed her, she thought he was a masher.

	 

	Ridiculous idea. Burckhardt scowled uneasily and picked up his menu.

	 

	‘Burckhardt!’ It was a shrill whisper.

	 

	Burckhardt looked up over the top of his menu, startled. In the seat across from him, the little man named Swanson was sitting, tensely poised.

	 

	‘Burckhardt!’ the little man whispered again. ‘Let’s get out of here! They’re on to you now. If you want to stay alive, come on!’

	 

	There was no arguing with the man. Burckhardt gave the hovering manager a sick, apologetic smile and followed Swanson out. The little man seemed to know where he was going. In the street, he clutched Burckhardt by the elbow and hurried him off down the block.

	 

	‘Did you see her ?’ he demanded. ’That Horn woman, in the phone booth? She’ll have them here in five minutes, believe me, so hurry it up!’

	 

	Although the street was full of people and cars, nobody was paying any attention to Burckhardt and Swanson. The air had a nip in it - more like October than June, Burckhardt thought, in spite of the weather bureau. And he felt like a fool, following this mad little man down the street, running away from some ‘them’ towards - towards what? The little man might be crazy, but he was afraid. And the fear was infectious. 

	 

	‘In here!’ panted the little man.

	 

	It was another restaurant - more of a bar, really, and a sort of second-rate place that Burckhardt had never patronized.

	 

	‘Right straight through,’ Swanson whispered; and Burckhardt, like a biddable boy, sidestepped through the mass of tables to the far end of the restaurant.

	 

	It was L-shaped, with a front on two streets at right angles to each other. They came out on the side street, Swanson staring coldly back at the question-looking cashier, and crossed to the opposite sidewalk.

	 

	They were under the marquee of a movie theatre. Swanson’s expression began to relax.

	 

	‘Lost them!’ he crowed softly. ‘We’re almost there.’ 

	 

	He stepped up to the window and bought two tickets. Burckhardt trailed him into the theatre. It was a weekday matinee and the place was almost empty. From the screen came sounds of gunfire and horse’s hoofs. A solitary usher, leaning against a bright brass rail, looked briefly at them and went back to staring boredly at the picture as Swanson led Burckhardt down a flight of carpeted marble steps.

	 

	They were in the lounge and it was empty. There was a door for men and one for ladies; and there was a third door, marked ‘MANAGER’ in gold letters. Swanson listened at the door, and gently opened it and peered inside.

	 

	‘Okay,’ he said, gesturing.

	 

	Burckhardt followed him through an empty office, to another door - a closet, probably, because it was unmarked.

	 

	But it was no closet. Swanson opened it warily, looked inside, then motioned Burckhardt to follow.

	 

	It was a tunnel, metal-walled, brightly lit. Empty, it stretched vacantly away in both directions from them.

	 

	Burckhardt looked wondering around. One thing he knew and knew full well:

	 

	No such tunnel belonged under Tylerton.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	There was a room off the tunnel with chairs and a desk and what looked like television screens. Swanson slumped in a chair, panting.

	 

	‘We’re all right for a while here,’ he wheezed. ‘They don’t come here much any more. If they do, we’ll hear them and we can hide.’

	 

	‘Who ?’ demanded Burckhardt.

	 

	The little man said, ‘Martians!’ His voice cracked on the word and the life seemed to go out of him. In morose tones, he went on: ’Well, I think they’re Martians. Although you could be right, you know; I’ve had plenty of time to think it over these last few weeks, after they got you, and it’s possible they’re Russians after all. Still -’

	 

	‘Start from the beginning. Who got me when ?’

	 

	Swanson sighed. ‘So we have to go through the whole thing again. All right. It was about two months ago that you banged on my door, late at night. You were all beat up - scared silly. You begged me to help you -’

	 

	‘I did?’

	 

	‘Naturally you don’t remember any of this. Listen and you’ll understand. You were talking a blue streak about being captured and threatened, and your wife being dead and coming back to life, and all kinds of mixed-up nonsense. I thought you were crazy. But - well, I’ve always had a lot of respect for you. And you begged me to hide you and I have this darkroom, you know. It locks from the inside only. I put the lock on myself. So we went in there - just to humour you - and along about midnight, which was only fifteen or twenty minutes after, we passed out!’

	 

	‘Passed out ?’

	 

	Swanson nodded. ‘Both of us. It was like being hit with a sandbag. Look, didn’t that happen to you again last night ?’

	 

	‘I guess it did.’ Burckhardt shook his head uncertainly.

	 

	‘Sure. And then all of a sudden we were awake again, and you said you were going to show me something funny, and we went out and bought a paper. And the date on it was June 15th.’

	 

	‘June 15th? But that’s today! I mean -’

	 

	‘You got it, friend. It’s always today!’

	 

	It took time to penetrate.

	 

	Burckhardt said wonderingly, ‘You’ve hidden out in that darkroom for how many weeks ?’

	 

	‘How can I tell ? Four or five, maybe, I lost count. And every day the same - always the 15th of June, always my landlady, Mrs Keefer, is sweeping the front steps, always the same headline in the papers at the corner. It gets monotonous, friend.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It was Burckhardt’s idea and Swanson despised it, but he went along. He was the type who always went along.

	 

	‘It’s dangerous,’ he grumbled worriedly. ‘Suppose somebody comes by? They’ll spot us and -’

	 

	‘What have we got to lose ?’

	 

	Swanson shrugged. ‘It’s dangerous,’ he said again. But he went along.

	 

	Burckhardt’s idea was very simple. He was sure of only one thing - the tunnel went somewhere. Martians or Russians, fantastic plot or crazy hallucination, whatever was wrong with Tylerton had an explanation, and the place to look for it was at the end of the tunnel.

	 

	They jogged along. It was more than a mile before they began to see an end. They were in luck - at least no one came through the tunnel to spot them. But Swanson had said that it was only at certain hours that the tunnel seemed to be in use.

	 

	Always the fifteenth of June. Why ? Burckhardt asked himself. Never mind the how. Why?

	 

	And falling asleep, completely involuntarily - everyone at the same time, it seemed. And not remembering, never remembering anything - Swanson had said how eagerly he saw Burckhardt again, the morning after Burckhardt had incautiously waited five minutes too many before retreating into the darkroom. When Swanson had come to, Burckhardt was gone. Swanson had seen him in the street that afternoon, but Burckhardt had remembered nothing.

	 

	And Swanson had lived his mouse’s existence for weeks, hiding in the woodwork at night, stealing out by day to search for Burckhardt in pitiful hope, scurrying around the fringe of life, trying to keep from the deadly eyes of them.

	 

	Them. One of ‘them’ was the girl named April Horn. It was by seeing her walk carelessly into a telephone booth and never come out that Swanson had found the tunnel. Another was the man at the cigar stand in Burckhardt’s office building. There were more, at least a dozen that Swanson knew of or suspected.

	 

	They were easy enough to spot, once you knew where to look, for they alone in Tylerton changed their roles from day to day. Burckhardt was on that 8.51 bus, every morning of every day-that-was-June-15th, never different by a hair or a moment. But April Horn was sometimes gaudy in the cellophane skirt, giving away candy or cigarettes; sometimes plainly dressed; sometimes not seen by Swanson at all.

	 

	Russians ? Martians ? Whatever they were, what could they be hoping to gain from this mad masquerade ?

	 

	Burckhardt didn’t know the answer, but perhaps it lay beyond the door at the end of the tunnel. They listened carefully and heard distant sounds that could not quite be made out, but nothing that seemed dangerous. They slipped through.

	 

	And, through a wide chamber and up a flight of steps, they found they were in what Burckhardt recognized as the Contro Chemicals plant. 

	 

	Nobody was in sight. By itself, that was not so very odd; the automatized factory had never had very many persons in it. But Burckhardt remembered, from his single visit, the endless, ceaseless busyness of the plant, the valves that opened and closed, the vats that emptied themselves and filled themselves and stirred and cooked and chemically tasted the bubbling liquids they held inside themselves. The plant was never populated, but it was never still.

	 

	Only now it was still. Except for the distant sounds, there was no breath of life in it. The captive electronic minds were sending out no commands; the coils and relays were at rest.

	 

	Burckhardt said, ‘Come on.’ Swanson reluctantly followed him through the tangled aisles of stainless steel columns and tanks.

	 

	They walked as though they were in the presence of the dead. In a way, they were, for what were the automatons that once had run the factory, if not corpses ? The machines were controlled by computers that were really not computers at all, but the electronic analogues of living brains. And if they were turned off, were they not dead? For each had once been a human mind.

	 

	Take a master petroleum chemist, infinitely skilled in the separation of crude oil into its fractions. Strap him down, probe into his brain with searching electronic needles. The machine scans the patterns of the mind, translates what it sees into charts and sine waves. Impress these same waves on a robot computer and you have your chemist. Or a thousand copies of your chemist, if you wish, with all of his knowledge and skill, and no human limitations at all.

	 

	Put a dozen copies of him into a plant and they will run it all, twenty-four hours a day, seven days of every week, never tiring, never overlooking anything, never forgetting.

	 

	Swanson stepped up closer to Burckhardt. ‘I’m scared,’ he said.

	 

	They were across the room now and the sounds were louder. They were not machine sounds, but voices; Burckhardt moved cautiously up to a door and dared to peer around it.

	 

	It was a smaller room, lined with television screens, each one - a dozen or more, at least - with a man or woman sitting before it, staring into the screen and dictating notes into a recorder. The viewers dialled from scene to scene; no two screens ever showed the same picture.

	 

	The pictures seemed to have little in common. One was a store, where a girl dressed like April Horn was demonstrating home freezers. One was a series of shots of kitchens. Burckhardt caught a glimpse of what looked like the cigar stand in his office building.

	 

	It was baffling and Burckhardt would have loved to stand there and puzzle it out, but it was too busy a place. There was the chance that someone would look their way or walk out and find them.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	They found another room. This one was empty. It was an office, large and sumptuous. It had a desk, littered with papers. Burckhardt stared at them, briefly at first - then, as the words on one of them caught his attention, with incredulous fascination.

	 

	He snatched up the topmost sheet, scanned it, and another, while Swanson was frenziedly searching through the drawers. Burckhardt swore unbelievingly and dropped the papers to the desk.

	 

	Swanson, hardly noticing, yelped with delight: ‘Look!’ He dragged a gun from the desk. ‘And it’s loaded, too!’

	 

	Burckhardt stared at him blankly, trying to assimilate what he had read. Then, as he realized what Swanson had said, Burckhardt’s eyes sparked. ‘Good man!’ he cried. ‘We’ll take it. We’re getting out of here with that gun, Swanson. And we’re not going to the police! Not the cops in Tylerton, but the F.B.I., maybe. Take a look at this!’

	 

	The sheaf he handed Swanson was headed: ‘Test Area Progress Report. Subject: Marlin Cigarettes Campaign.’ It was mostly tabulated figures that made little sense to Burckhardt and Swanson, but at the end was a summary that said:

	 

	Although Test 47-K3 pulled nearly double the number of new users of any of the other tests conducted, it probably cannot be used in the field because of local sound-truck control ordinances.

	 

	The tests in the 47-K12 group were second best and our recommendation is that retests be conducted in this appeal, testing each of the three best campaigns with and without the addition of sampling techniques.

	 

	An alternative suggestion might be to proceed directly with the top appeal in the Kia series, if the client is unwilling to go to the expense of additional tests.

	 

	All of these forecast expectations have an 80% probability of being within one-half of one per cent of results forecast, and more than 99% probability of coming within 5%.

	 

	Swanson looked up from the paper into Burckhardt’s eyes. ‘I don’t get it,’ he complained.

	 

	Burckhardt said, ‘I don’t blame you. It’s crazy, but it fits the facts, Swanson, it fits the facts. They aren’t Russians and they aren’t Martians. These people are advertising men! Somehow - heavens knows how they did it - they’ve taken Tylerton over. They’ve got us, all of us, you and me and twenty or thirty thousand other people, right under their thumbs.

	 

	‘Maybe they hypnotize us and maybe it’s something else; but however they do it, what happens is that they let us live a day at a time. They pour advertising into us the whole damned day long. And at the end of the day, they see what happened - and then they wash the day out of our minds and start again the next day with different advertising.’

	 

	Swanson’s jaw was hanging. He managed to close it and swallow. ‘Nuts!’ he said flatly.

	 

	Burckhardt shook his head. ‘Sure, it sounds crazy, but this whole thing is crazy. How else would you explain it ? You can’t deny that most of Tylerton lives the same day over and over again. You’ve seen it! And that’s the crazy part and we have to admit that that’s true - unless we are the crazy ones. And once you admit that somebody, somehow, knows how to accomplish that, the rest of it makes all kinds of sense.

	 

	‘Think of it, Swanson! They test every last detail before they spend a nickel on advertising! Do you have any idea what that means? Lord knows how much money is involved, but I know for a fact that some companies spend twenty or thirty million dollars a year on advertising. Multiply it, say by a hundred companies. Say that every one of them learns how to cut its advertising cost by only ten per cent. And that’s peanuts, believe me!

	 

	‘If they know in advance what’s going to work, they can cut their costs in half - maybe to less than half. I don’t know. But that’s saving two or three hundred million dollars a year - and if they pay only ten or twenty per cent of that for the use of Tylerton, it’s still dirt cheap for them and a fortune for whoever took over Tylerton.’

	 

	Swanson licked his lips. ‘You mean,’ he offered hesitantly, ‘that we’re a - well, a kind of captive audience ?’

	 

	Burckhardt frowned. ’Not exactly.’ He thought for a minute. ‘You know how a doctor tests something like penicillin? He sets up a series of little colonies of germs on gelatin discs and he tries the stuff on one after another, changing it a little each time. Well, that’s us - we’re the germs, Swanson. Only it’s even more efficient than that. They don’t have to test more than one colony, because they can use it over and over again.’

	 

	It was too hard for Swanson to take in. He only said, ‘What do we do about it?’

	 

	‘We go to the police. They can’t use human beings for guinea pigs!’

	 

	‘How do we get to the police ?’

	 

	Burckhardt hesitated. ‘I think -’ he began slowly. ‘Sure. This is the office of somebody important. We’ve got a gun. We’ll stay right here until he comes along. And he’ll get us out of here.’

	 

	Simple and direct. Swanson subsided and found a place to sit, against the wall, out of sight of the door. Burckhardt took up a position behind the door itself -

	 

	And waited.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The wait was not as long as it might have been. Half an hour, perhaps. Then Burckhardt heard approaching voices and had time for a swift whisper to Swanson before he flattened himself against the wall.

	 

	It was a man’s voice, and a girl’s. The man was saying, ‘- reason why you couldn’t report on the phone? You’re ruining your whole day’s tests! What the devil’s the matter with you, Janet?’

	 

	‘I’m sorry, Mr Dorchin,’ she said in a sweet, clear tone. ‘I thought it was important.’

	 

	The man grumbled, ‘Important! One lousy unit out of twenty-one thousand.’

	 

	‘But it’s the Burckhardt one, Mr Dorchin. Again. And the way he got out of sight, he must have had some help.’

	 

	‘All right, all right. It doesn’t matter, Janet; the Choco-Bite programme is ahead of schedule anyhow. As long as you’re this far, come on into the office and make out your worksheet. And don’t worry about the Burckhardt business. He’s probably just wandering around. We’ll pick him up tonight and -’ They were inside the door. Burckhardt kicked it shut and pointed the gun.

	 

	‘That’s what you think,’ he said triumphantly. It was worth the terrified hours, the bewildered sense of insanity, the confusion and fear. It was the most satisfying sensation Burckhardt had ever had in his life. The expression on the man’s face was one he had read about but never actually seen: Dorchin’s mouth fell open and his eyes went wide, and though he managed to make a sound that might have been a question, it was not in words.

	 

	The girl was almost as surprised. And Burckhardt, looking at her, knew why her voice had been so familiar. The girl was the one who had introduced herself to him as April Horn.

	 

	Dorchin recovered himself quickly. ‘Is this the one?’ he asked sharply.

	 

	The girl said, ‘Yes.’

	 

	Dorchin nodded. ‘I take it back. You were right. Uh, you - Burckhardt. What do you want?’

	 

	Swanson piped up, ‘Watch him! He might have another gun.’

	 

	‘Search him then,’ Burckhardt said. ‘I’ll tell you what we want, Dorchin. We want you to come along with us to the F.B.I and explain to them how you can get away with kidnapping twenty thousand people.’

	 

	‘Kidnapping?’ Dorchin snorted. ‘That’s ridiculous, man! Put that gun away; you can’t get away with this!’ 

	 

	Burckhardt hefted the gun grimly. ‘I think I can.’ 

	 

	Dorchin looked furious and sick - but oddly, not afraid. ‘Damn it -’ he started to bellow, then closed his mouth and swallowed. ‘Listen,’ he said persuasively, ‘you’re making a big mistake. I haven’t kidnapped anybody, believe me!’

	 

	‘I don’t believe you,’ said Burckhardt bluntly. ‘Why should I?’

	 

	‘But it’s true! Take my word for it!’

	 

	Burckhardt shook his head. ‘The F.B.I, can take your word if they like. We’ll find out. Now how do we get out of here ?’ Dorchin opened his mouth to argue.

	 

	Burckhardt blazed. ‘Don’t get in my way! I’m willing to kill you if I have to. Don’t you understand that ? I’ve gone through two days of hell and every second of it I blame on you. Kill you? It would be a pleasure and I don’t have a thing in the world to lose! Get us out of here!’

	 

	Dorchin’s face went suddenly opaque. He seemed about to move; but the blonde girl he had called Janet slipped between him and the gun.

	 

	‘Please!’ she begged Burckhardt. ‘You don’t understand. You mustn’t shoot!’ 

	 

	‘Get out of my way !’ 

	 

	‘But, Mr Burckhardt -’

	 

	She never finished. Dorchin, his face unreadable, headed for the door. Burckhardt had been pushed one degree too far. He swung the gun, bellowing. The girl called out sharply. He pulled the trigger. Closing on him with pity and pleading in her eyes, she came again between the gun and the man.

	 

	Burckhardt aimed low instinctively, to cripple, not to kill. But his aim was not good. 

	 

	The pistol bullet caught her in the pit of the stomach. 

	 

	Dorchin was out and away, the door slamming behind him, his footsteps racing into the distance.

	 

	Burckhardt hurled the gun across the room and jumped to the girl. 

	 

	Swanson was moaning. ‘That finishes us, Burckhardt. Oh, why did you do it ? We could have got away. We could have gone to the police. We were practically out of here! We -’

	 

	Burckhardt wasn’t listening. He was kneeling beside the girl. She lay flat on her back, arms helterskelter. There was no blood, hardly any sign of the wound; but the position in which she lay was one that no living human being could have held.

	 

	Yet she wasn’t dead.

	 

	She wasn’t dead - and Burckhardt, frozen beside her, thought: She isn’t alive, either.

	 

	There was no pulse, but there was a rhythmic ticking of the outstretched fingers of one hand.

	 

	There was no sound of breathing, but there was a hissing, sizzling noise.

	 

	The eyes were open and they were looking at Burckhardt. There was neither fear nor pain in them, only a pity deeper than the Pit.

	 

	She said, through lips that writhed erratically, ‘Don’t - worry, Mr Burckhardt. I’m - all right.’

	 

	Burckhardt rocked back on his haunches, staring. Where there should have been blood, there was a clean break of a substance that was not flesh; and a curl of thin golden-copper wire.

	 

	Burckhardt moistened his lips.

	 

	‘You’re a robot,’ he said.

	 

	The girl tried to nod. The twitching lips said, ‘I am. And so are you.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Swanson, after a single inarticulate sound, walked over to the desk and sat staring at the wall. Burckhardt rocked back and forth beside the shattered puppet on the floor. He had no words.

	 

	The girl managed to say, ‘I’m - sorry all this happened.’ The lovely lips twisted into a rictus sneer, frightening on that smooth young face, until she got them under control. ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘The - nerve centre was right about where the bullet hit. Makes it difficult to - control this body.’ 

	 

	Burckhardt nodded automatically, accepting the apology. Robots. It was obvious, now that he knew it. In hindsight, it was inevitable; He thought of his mystic notions of hypnosis or Martians or something stranger still - idiotic, for the simple fact of created robots fitted the facts better and more economically.

	 

	All the evidence had been before him. The automatized factory, with its transplanted minds - why not transplant a mind into a humanoid robot, give it its original owner’s features and form ?

	 

	Could it know that it was a robot ?

	 

	‘All of us,’ Burckhardt said, hardly aware that he spoke out loud. ‘My wife and my secretary and you and the neighbours. All of us the same.’

	 

	‘No.’ The voice was stronger. ‘Not exactly the same, all of us. I chose it, you see. I -’ This time the convulsed lips were not a random contortion of the nerves – ‘I was an ugly woman, Mr Burckhardt, and nearly sixty years old. Life had passed me. And when Mr Dorchin offered me the chance to live again as a beautiful girl, I jumped at the opportunity. Believe me, I jumped, in spite of its disadvantages. My flesh body is still alive - it is sleeping, while I am here. I could go back to it. But I never do.’

	 

	‘And the rest of us ?’

	 

	‘Different, Mr Burckhardt. I work here. I’m carrying out Mr Dorchin’s orders, mapping the results of the advertising tests, watching you and the others live as he makes you live. I do it by choice, but you have no choice. Because, you see, you are dead.’

	 

	‘Dead ?’ cried Burckhardt; it was almost a scream. 

	 

	The blue eyes looked at him unwinkingly and he knew that it was no lie. He swallowed, marvelling at the intricate mechanisms that let him swallow, and sweat, and eat. 

	 

	He said: ‘Oh. The explosion in my dream.’ 

	 

	‘It was no dream. You are right - the explosion. That was real and this plant was the cause of it. The storage tanks let go and what the blast didn’t get, the fumes killed a little later. But almost everyone died in the blast, twenty-one thousand persons. You died with them and that was Dorchin’s chance.’ 

	 

	‘The damned ghoul!’ said Burckhardt. 

	 

	The twisted shoulders shrugged with an odd grace. ‘Why? You were gone. And you and all the others were what Dorchin wanted - a whole town, a perfect slice of America. It’s as easy to transfer a pattern from a dead brain as a living one. Easier - the dead can’t say no. Oh, it took work and money - the town was a wreck - but it was possible to rebuild it entirely, especially because it wasn’t necessary to have all the details exact.

	 

	‘There were the homes where even the brain had been utterly destroyed, and those are empty inside, and the cellars that needn’t be too perfect, and the streets that hardly matter. And anyway, it only has to last for one day. The same day - June 15th - over and over again; and if someone finds something a little wrong, somehow, the discovery won’t have time to snowball, wreck the validity of the tests, because all errors are cancelled out at midnight.’

	 

	The face tried to smile. ‘That’s the dream, Mr Burckhardt, that day of June 15th, because you never really lived it. It’s a present from Mr Dorchin, a dream that he gives you and then takes back at the end of the day, when he has all his figures on how many of you respond to what variation of which appeal, and the maintenance crews go down the tunnel to go through the whole city, washing out the new dream with their little electronic drains, and then the dream starts all over again. On June 15th.

	 

	‘Always June 15th, because June 14th is the last day any of you can remember alive. Sometimes the crews miss someone - as they missed you, because you were under your boat. But it doesn’t matter. The ones who are missed give themselves away if they show it - and if they don’t, it doesn’t affect the test. But they don’t drain us, the ones of us who work for Dorchin. We sleep when the power is turned off, just as you do. When we wake up, though, we remember.’ The face contorted wildly. ‘If I could only forget!’

	 

	Burckhardt said unbelievingly, ‘All this to sell merchandise! It must have cost millions!’

	 

	The robot called April Horn said, ‘It did. But it has made millions for Dorchin, too. And that’s not the end of it. Once he finds the master words that make people act, do you suppose he will stop with that ? Do you suppose -’

	 

	The door opened, interrupting her. Burckhardt whirled. Belatedly remembering Dorchin’s flight, he ran for the gun.

	 

	‘Don’t shoot,’ ordered the voice calmly. It was not Dorchin; it was another robot, this one not disguised with the clever plastics and cosmetics, but shining plain. It said metallically, ‘Forget it, Burckhardt. You’re not accomplishing anything. Give me that gun before you do any more damage. Give it to me now.’

	 

	Burckhardt bellowed angrily. The gleam of this robot torso was steel; Burckhardt was not at all sure that his bullets would pierce it, or do much harm if they did. He would have put it to the test -

	 

	But from behind him came a whimpering, scurrying whirlwind: its name was Swanson, hysterical with fear. He catapulted into Burckhardt and sent him sprawling, the gun flying free.

	 

	‘Please!’ begged Swanson incoherently, prostrate before the steel robot. ‘He would have shot you - please don’t hurt me! Let me work for you, like that girl. I’ll do anything, anything you tell me -’

	 

	The robot voice said, ’We don’t need your help.’ It took two precise steps and stood over the gun - and spurned it, left it lying on the floor.

	 

	The wrecked blonde robot said, without emotion, ‘I doubt that I can hold out much longer, Mr Dorchin.’

	 

	‘Disconnect if you have to,’ replied the steel robot.

	 

	Burckhardt blinked. ‘But you’re not Dorchin!’

	 

	The steel robot turned deep eyes on him. ‘I am,’ it said. ‘Not in the flesh - but this is the body I am using at the moment. I doubt that you can damage this one with the gun. The other robot body was more vulnerable. Now will you stop this nonsense ? I don’t want to have to damage you; you’re too expensive for that. Will you just sit down and let the maintenance crews adjust you ?’

	 

	Swanson grovelled. ‘You - you won’t punish us ?’

	 

	The steel robot had no expression, but its voice was almost surprised. ‘Punish you ?’ it repeated on a rising note. ‘How ?’

	 

	Swanson quivered as though the word had been a whip; but Burckhardt flared: ‘Adjust him, if he’ll let you - but not me! You’re going to have to do me a lot of damage, Dorchin. I don’t care what I cost or how much trouble it’s going to be to put me back together again. But I’m going out of that door! If you want to stop me, you’ll have to kill me. You won’t stop me any other way!’

	 

	The steel robot took a half-step towards him, and Burckhardt involuntarily checked his stride. He stood poised and shaking, ready for death, ready for attack, ready for anything that might happen.

	 

	Ready for anything except what did happen. For Dorchin’s steel body merely stepped aside, between Burckhardt and the gun, but leaving the door free.

	 

	‘Go ahead,’ invited the steel robot. ’Nobody’s stopping you.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Outside the door, Burckhardt brought up sharp. It was insane of Dorchin to let him go! Robot or flesh, victim or beneficiary, there was nothing to stop him from going to the F.B.I, or whatever law he could find away from Dorchin’s sympathetic empire, and telling his story. Surely the corporations who paid Dorchin for test results had no notion of the ghoul’s technique he used; Dorchin would have to keep it from them, for the breath of publicity would put a stop to it. Walking out meant death, perhaps, but at that moment in his pseudo-life, death was no terror for Burckhardt.

	 

	There was no one in the corridor. He found a window and stared out of it. There was Tylerton - an ersatz city, but looking so real and familiar that Burckhardt almost imagined the whole episode a dream. It was no dream, though. He was certain of that in his heart and equally certain that nothing in Tylerton could help him now.

	 

	It had to be the other direction.

	 

	It took him a quarter of an hour to find a way, but he found it - skulking through the corridors, dodging the suspicion of footsteps, knowing for certain that his hiding was in vain, for Dorchin was undoubtedly aware of every move he made. But no one stopped him, and he found another door.

	 

	It was a simple enough door from the inside. But when he opened it and stepped out, it was like nothing he had ever seen.

	 

	First there was light - brilliant, incredible, blinding light. Burckhardt blinked upward, unbelieving and afraid.

	 

	He was standing on a ledge of smooth, finished metal. Not a dozen yards from his feet, the ledge dropped sharply away; he hardly dared approach the brink, but even from where he stood he could see no bottom to the chasm before him. And the gulf extended out of sight into the glare on either side of him.

	 

	No wonder Dorchin could so easily give him his freedom! From the factory there was nowhere to go. But how incredible this fantastic gulf, how impossible the hundred white and blinding suns that hung above!

	 

	A voice by his side said inquiringly, ‘Burckhardt?’ And thunder rolled the name, mutteringly soft, back and forth in the abyss before him.

	 

	Burckhardt wet his lips. ‘Y-yes?’ he croaked.

	 

	‘This is Dorchin. Not a robot this time, but Dorchin in the flesh, talking to you on a hand mike. Now you have seen, Burckhardt. Now will you be reasonable and let the maintenance crews take over?’

	 

	Burckhardt stood paralysed. One of the moving mountains in the blinding glare came towards him.

	 

	It towered hundreds of feet over his head; he stared up at its top, squinting helplessly into the light.

	 

	It looked like -

	 

	Impossible!

	 

	The voice in the loudspeaker at the door said, ‘Burckhardt?’ But he was unable to answer.

	 

	A heavy rumbling sigh. ‘I see,’ said the voice. ‘You finally understand. There’s no place to go. You know it now. I could have told you, but you might not have believed me, so it was better for you to see it yourself. And after all, Burckhardt, why would I reconstruct a city just the way it was before ? I’m a businessman; I count costs. If a thing has to be full-scale, I build it that way. But there wasn’t any need to in this case.’

	 

	From the mountain before him, Burckhardt helplessly saw a lesser cliff descend carefully towards him. It was long and dark, and at the end of it was whiteness, five-fingered whiteness ...

	 

	‘Poor little Burckhardt,’ crooned the loudspeaker, while the echoes rumbled through the enormous chasm that was only a workshop. ‘It must have been quite a shock for you to find out you were living in a town built on a table top.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	It was the morning of June 15th, and Guy Burckhardt woke up screaming out of a dream.

	 

	It had been a monstrous and incomprehensible dream, of explosions and shadowy figures that were not men and terror beyond words.

	 

	He shuddered and opened his eyes.

	 

	Outside his bedroom window, a hugely amplified voice was howling.

	 

	Burckhardt stumbled over to the window and stared outside. There was an out-of-season chill to the air, more like October than June; but the scene was normal enough - except for a sound-truck that squatted at curbside half-way down the block. Its speaker horns blared:

	 

	‘Are you a coward? Are you a fool? Are you going to let crooked politicians steal the country from you! no! Are you going to put up with four more years of graft and crime ? NO ! Are you going to vote straight Federal Party all up and down the ballot? yes! You just bet you are!’

	 

	Sometimes he screams, sometimes he wheedles, threatens, begs, cajoles . . . but his voice goes on and on through one June 15th after another.
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	What To Do Until the Analyst Comes

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I just sent my secretary out for a container of coffee and she brought me back a lemon Coke.

	 

	I can’t even really blame her. Who in all the world do I have to blame, except myself? Hazel was a good secretary to me for fifteen years, fine at typing, terrific at brushing off people I didn’t want to see, and the queen of them all at pumping office gossip out of the ladies’ lounge. She’s a little fuzzy-brained most of the time now, sure. But after all!

	 

	I can say this for myself, I didn’t exactly know what I was getting into. No doubt you remember the - Well, let me start that sentence over again, because naturally there is a certain doubt. Perhaps, let’s say, perhaps you remember the two doctors and their headline report about cigarettes and lung cancer. It hit us pretty hard at VandenBlumer & Silk, because we’ve been eating off the Mason-Dixon Tobacco account for twenty years. Just figure what our fifteen per cent amounted to on better than ten million dollars net billing a year, and you’ll see that for yourself. What happened first was all to the good, because naturally the first thing that the client did was scream and reach for his chequebook and pour another couple million dollars into special promotions to counteract the bad press, but that couldn’t last. And we knew it. V.B. & S. is noted in the trade as an advertising agency that takes the long view; we saw at once that if the client was in danger, no temporary spurt of advertising was going to pull him out of it, and it was time for us to climb up on top of the old mountain and take a good long look at the countryside ahead.

	 

	The Chief called a special Plans meeting that morning and laid it on the line for us. ‘There goes the old fire bell, boys,’ he said, ‘and it’s up to us to put the fire out. I’m listening, so start talking.’

	 

	Baggott cleared his throat and said glumly, ‘It may only be the paper, Chief. Maybe if they make them without paper . . .’ He’s the a.e. for Mason-Dixon, so you couldn’t really blame him for taking the client’s view.

	 

	The Chief twinkled: ‘If they make them without paper they aren’t cigarettes any more, are they? Let’s not wander off into side issues, boys. I’m still listening.’

	 

	None of us wanted to wander off into side issues, so we all looked patronizingly at Baggott for a minute. Finally Ellen Silk held up her hand. ‘I don’t want you to think,’ she said, ‘that just because Daddy left me a little stock I’m going to push my way into things, Mr VandenBlumer, but - well, did you have in mind finding some, uh, angle to play on that would take the public’s mind off the report ?’

	 

	You have to admire the Chief. ‘Is that your recommendation, my dear?’ he inquired fondly, bouncing the ball right back to her.

	 

	She said weakly, ‘I don’t know. I’m confused.’

	 

	‘Naturally, my dear,’ he beamed. ‘So are we all. Let’s see if Charley here can straighten us out a little. Eh, Charley ?’

	 

	He was looking at me. I said at once, ‘I’m glad you asked me for an opinion, Chief. I’ve been doing a little thinking, and here’s what I’ve come up with.’ I ticked off the points on my fingers. ‘One, tobacco makes you cough. Two, liquor gives you a hangover. Three, reefers and the other stuff - well, let’s just say they’re against the law.’ I slapped the three fingers against the palm of my other hand. ‘So what’s left for us, Chief? That’s my question. Can we come up with something new, something different, something that, one, is not injurious to the health, two, does not give you a hangover, three, is not habit-forming and therefore against the law ?’

	 

	Mr VandenBlumer said approvingly, ‘That’s good thinking, Charley. When you hear that fire bell, you really jump, boy.’

	 

	Baggot’s hand was up. He said, ‘Let me get this straight, Chief. Is it Charley’s idea that we recommend to Mason-Dixon that they go out of the tobacco business and start making something else ?’

	 

	The old man looked at him blandly for a moment. ‘Why should it be Mason-Dixon ?’ he asked softly, and left it at that while we all thought of the very good reasons why it shouldn’t be Mason-Dixon. After all, loyalty to a client is one thing, but you’ve got an obligation to your own people too.

	 

	The old man let it sink in, then he turned back to me. ‘Well, Charley?’ he asked. ‘We’ve heard you pinpoint what we need. Got any specific suggestions ?’

	 

	They were all looking at me to see if I had anything concrete to offer.

	 

	Unfortunately, I had.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	I just asked Hazel to get me the folder on Leslie Clary Cloud, and she came in with a copy of my memo putting him on the payroll two years back. ‘That’s all there was in the file,’ she said dreamily, her jaw muscles moving rhythmically. There wasn’t any use arguing with her, so I handed her the container of lemon Coke and told her to ditch it and bring me back some coffee, C-O-F-F-E-E, coffee. I tried going through the files myself when she was gone, but that was a waste of time.

	 

	So I’ll have to tell you about Leslie Clary Cloud from memory. He came into the office without an appointment and why Hazel ever let him in to see me I’ll never know. But she did. He told me right away, ‘I’ve been fired, Mr McGory. Canned. After eleven years with the Wyoming Bureau of Standards as a senior chemist.’

	 

	‘That’s too bad, Dr Cloud,’ I said, shuffling the papers on my desk. ‘I’m afraid, though, that our organization doesn’t -’

	 

	‘No, no,’ he said hastily. ‘I don’t know anything about advertising. Organic chemistry’s my field. I have a, well, a suggestion for a process that might interest you. You have the Mason-Dixon Tobacco account, don’t you ? Well, in my work for my doctorate I -’ He drifted off into a fog of long-chain molecules and short-chain molecules and pentose sugars and common garden herbs. It took me a little while, but I listened patiently and I began to see what he was driving at. There was, he was saying, a substance in a common plant which, by cauliflamming the whingdrop and di-tricolating the residual glom, or words something like that, you could convert into another substance which appeared to have many features in common with what is sometimes called hop, snow or joy-dust. In other words, dope.

	 

	I stared at him aghast. ‘Dr Cloud,’ I demanded, ‘do you know what you’re suggesting? If we added this stuff to our client’s cigarettes we’d be flagrantly violating the law. That’s the most unheard-of thing I ever heard of! Besides, we’ve already looked into this matter, and the cost estimates are -’

	 

	‘No, no!’ he said again. ’You don’t understand, Mr McGory. This isn’t any of the drugs currently available, it’s something new and different.’

	 

	‘Different?’

	 

	‘Non-habit forming, for instance.’

	 

	‘Non-habit-forming ?’

	 

	‘Totally. Chemically it is entirely unrelated to any narcotic in the pharmacopeia. Legally - well, I’m no lawyer, but I swear, Mr McGory, this isn’t covered by any regulation. No reason it should be. It doesn’t hurt the user, it doesn’t form a habit, it’s cheap to manufacture, it -’

	 

	‘Hold it,’ I said, getting to my feet. ‘Don’t go away - I want to catch the boss before he goes to lunch.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	So I caught the boss, and he twinkled thoughtfully at me. No, he didn’t want me to discuss it with Mason-Dixon just yet, and yes, it did seem to have some possibilities, and certainly, put this man on the payroll and see if he turns up with something.

	 

	So we did; and he did.

	 

	Auditing raised the roof when the vouchers began to come through, but I bucked them up to the Chief and he calmed them down. It took a lot of money, though, and it took nearly six months. But then Leslie Clary Cloud called up one morning and said, ‘Come on down, Mr McGory. We’re in.’

	 

	The place we’d fixed up for him was on the lower East Side and it reeked of rotten vegetables. I made a mental note to double-check all our added-chlorophyll copy and climbed up the two flights of stairs to Cloud’s private room. He was sitting at a lab bench, beaming at a row of test tubes in front of him.

	 

	‘This is it ?’ I asked, glancing at the test tubes.

	 

	‘This is it.’ He smiled dreamily at me and yawned. ‘Excuse me,’ he blinked amiably. ‘I’ve been sampling the little old product.’

	 

	I looked him over very carefully. He had been sampling something or other, that was clear enough. But no whisky breath; no dilated pupils; no shakes; no nothing. He was relaxed and cheerful, and that was all you could say.

	 

	‘Try a little old bit,’ he invited, gesturing at the test tubes.

	 

	Well, there are times when you have to pay your dues in the club. V.B. & S. had been mighty good to me, and if I had to swallow something unfamiliar to justify the confidence the Chief had in me, why I just had to go ahead and do it. Still, I hesitated for a moment.

	 

	‘Aw,’ said Leslie Clary Cloud, ‘don’t be scared. Look, I just had a shot but I’ll take another one.’ He fumbled one of the test tubes out of the rack and, humming to himself, slopped a little of the colourless stuff into a beaker of some other colourless stuff - water, I suppose. He drank it down and smacked his lips. ‘Tastes awful,’ he observed cheerfully, ‘but we’ll fix that. Whee!’

	 

	I looked him over again, and he looked back at me, giggling. ‘Too strong,’ he said happily. ‘Got it too strong. We’ll fix that too.’ He rattled beakers and test tubes aimlessly while I took a deep breath and nerved myself up to it.

	 

	‘All right,’ I said, and took the fresh beaker out of his hand. I swallowed it down almost in one gulp. It tasted terrible, just as he said, tasted like the lower floors had smelled, but that was all I noticed right away. Nothing happened for a moment except that Cloud looked at me thoughtfully and frowned.

	 

	‘Say,’ he said, ‘I guess I should have diluted that.’

	 

	I guess he should have. Wham.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	But a couple of hours later I was all right again.

	 

	Cloud was plenty apologetic. ‘Still,’ he said consolingly, standing over me as I lay on the lab bench, ‘it proves one thing. You had a dose about the equivalent of ten thousand normal shots, and you have to admit it hasn’t hurt you.’

	 

	‘I do?’ I asked, and looked at the doctor. He swung his stethoscope by the earpieces and shrugged.

	 

	‘Nothing organically wrong with you, Mr McGory - not that I can find, anyway. Euphoria, yes. Temporarily high pulse, yes. Delirium there for a little while, yes - though it was pretty mild. But I don’t think you even have a headache now.’

	 

	‘I don’t,’ I admitted. I swung my feet down and sat up, apprehensively. But no hammers started in my head. I had to confess it: I felt wonderful.

	 

	Well, between us we tinkered it into what Cloud decided would be a ‘normal’ dosage - just enough to make you feel good - and he saturated some sort of powder and rolled it into pellets and clamped them in a press and came out with what looked as much like aspirins as anything else. ‘They’d probably work that way too,’ he said. ‘A psychogenic headache would melt away in five minutes with one of those.’

	 

	‘We’ll bear that in mind,’ I said.

	 

	What with one thing and another, I couldn’t get to the old man that day before he left, and the next day was the weekend and you don’t disturb the Chief’s weekends, and it was Monday evening before I could get him alone for long enough to give him the whole pitch. He was delighted.

	 

	‘Dear, dear,’ he twinkled. ‘So much out of so little. Why, they hardly look like anything at all.’

	 

	‘Try one, Chief,’ I suggested.

	 

	‘Perhaps I will. You checked the legal angle ?’

	 

	‘On the quiet. It’s absolutely clean.’

	 

	He nodded and poked at the little pills with his finger. I scratched the back of my neck, trying to be politely inconspicuous, but the Chief doesn’t miss much. He looked at me inquiringly.

	 

	‘Hives,’ I explained, embarrassed, ‘I, uh, got an overdose the first time, like I said. I don’t know much about these things, but what they told me at the clinic was I set up an allergy.’

	 

	‘Allergy?’ Mr VandenBlumer looked at me thoughtfully. ‘We don’t want to spread allergies with this stuff, do we ?’

	 

	‘Oh, no danger of that, Chief. It’s Cloud’s fault, in a way; he handed me an undiluted dose of the stuff, and I drank it down. The clinic was very positive about that: even twenty or thirty times the normal dose won’t do you any harm.’

	 

	‘Um.’ He rolled one of the pills in his finger and thumb and sniffed it thoughtfully. ‘How long are you going to have your hives ?’

	 

	‘They’ll go away. I just have to keep away from the stuff. I wouldn’t have them now, but - well, I liked it so much I tried another shot yesterday.’ I coughed, and added, ‘It works out pretty well, though. You see the advantages, of course, Chief. I have to give it up, and I can swear that there’s no craving, no shakes, no kick-off symptoms, no nothing. I, well, I wish I could enjoy it like anyone else, sure. But I’m here to testify that Cloud told the simple truth: It isn’t habit-forming.’

	 

	‘Um,’ he said again; and that was the end of the discussion.

	 

	Oh, the Chief is a cagey man. He gave me my orders: keep my mouth shut about it. I have an idea that he was waiting to see what happened to my hives, and whether any craving would develop, and what the test series on animals and Cloud’s Bowery-derelict volunteers would show. But even more, I think he was waiting until the time was exactly, climactically right.

	 

	Like at the Plans meeting, the day after the doctor’s report and the panic at Mason-Dixon.

	 

	And that’s how Cheery-Gum was born.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Hazel just came in with the cardboard container from the drug store, and I could tell by looking at it - no steam coming out from under the lid, beads of moisture clinging to the sides - that it wasn’t the coffee I ordered. ‘Hey!’ I yelled after her as she was dreamily waltzing through the door. ‘Come back here!’

	 

	‘Sure ‘nough, Massa,’ she said cheerfully, and two-stepped back. ‘S’matter?’

	 

	I took a grip on my temper.’ Open that up,’ I ordered.’ Take a look at what’s in it.’

	 

	She smiled at me and plopped the lid off the container. Half the contents spilled across my desk. ‘Oh, dear,’ said Hazel, ‘excuse me while I get a cloth.’

	 

	‘Never mind the cloth,’ I said, mopping at the mess with my handkerchief. ‘What’s in there?’

	 

	She gazed wonderingly into the container for a moment; then she said, ‘Oh, honestly, boss! I see what you mean. Those idiots in the drug store, they’re gummed up higher than a kite, morning, noon and night. I always say, if you can’t handle it, you shouldn’t touch it during working hours. I’m sorry about this, boss. No lemon! How can they call it a lemon Coke when they forget the -’

	 

	‘Hazel,’ I said, ‘what I wanted was coffee. Coffee.’

	 

	She looked at me. ‘You mean I got it wrong? Oh, I’m sorry, Mr McGory. I’ll go right down and get it now.’ She smiled repentantly and hummed her way towards the door. With her hand on the knob, she stopped and turned to look at me. ‘All the same, boss,’ she said, ‘that’s a funny combination. Coffee and Coke. But I’ll see what I can do.’

	 

	And she was gone, to bring me heaven knows what incredible concoction. But what are you going to do ?

	 

	No, that’s no answer. I know it’s what you would do. But it makes me break out in hives.

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	The first week we were delighted, the second week we were triumphant, the third week we were millionaires.

	 

	The sixth week I skulked along the sidewalks all the way across town and down, to see Leslie Clary Cloud. Even so I almost got it when a truckdriver dreamily piled into the glass front of a saloon a yard or two behind me.

	 

	When I saw Cloud sitting at his workbench, feet propped up, hands clasped behind his head, eyes half-closed, I could almost have kissed him. For his jaws were not moving. Alone in New York, except for me, he wasn’t chewing Cheery-Gum.

	 

	‘Thank heaven!’ I said sincerely.

	 

	He blinked and smiled at me. ‘Mr McGory,’ he said in a pleasant drawl. ‘Nice of you.’

	 

	His manner disturbed me, and I looked more closely. ‘You’re not - you’re not gummed up, are you ?’

	 

	He said gently, ‘Do I look gummed up ? I never chew the stuff.’

	 

	‘Good!’ I unfolded the newspaper I had carried all the way from Madison Avenue and showed him the inside pages - the ones that were not a mere smear of ink. ‘See here, Cloud. Planes crashing into Radio City. Buses driving off the George Washington Bridge. Ships going aground at the Battery. We did it, Cloud, you and I!’

	 

	‘Oh, I wouldn’t get upset about it, old man,’ he said comfortably. ‘All local, isn’t it?’

	 

	‘Isn’t that bad enough ? And it isn’t local - it can’t be. It’s just that there isn’t any communication outside the city any more - outside of any city, I guess. The shipments of Cheery-Gum, that’s all that ever gets delivered anywhere. Because that’s all anybody cares about any more, and we did it, you and I!’

	 

	He said sympathetically, ‘That’s too bad, McGory.’

	 

	‘Curse you!’ I shrieked at him. ‘You said it wasn’t a drug! You said it wasn’t habit-forming! You said -’

	 

	‘Now, now,’ he said with gentle firmness. ‘Why not chew a stick yourself ?’

	 

	‘Because I can’t! It gives me hives!’

	 

	‘Oh, that’s right.’ He looked self-reproachful. ‘Well,’ he said dreamily at last, ‘I guess that’s about the size of it, McGory.’ He was staring at the ceiling again.

	 

	‘What is?’

	 

	‘What is what?’

	 

	‘What’s about the - Oh, the devil with it, Cloud, you got us into this, you have to get us out of it. There must be some way of curing this habit.’

	 

	‘But there isn’t any habit to cure, McGory,’ he pointed out.

	 

	‘But there is!’

	 

	‘Tem-per,’ he said waggishly, and took a corked test tube out of his workbench. He drank it down, every drop, and tossed the tube into a wastebasket. ‘You see ?’ he demanded severely. ‘I don’t chew Cheery-Gum.’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	So I appealed to a Higher Authority.

	 

	In the eighteenth century I would have gone to the Church, in the nineteenth, to the State. I went to an office fronting on Central Park where the name on the bronze plaque was Theodor Yust, Analyst.

	 

	It wasn’t easy. I almost walked out on him when I saw that his jaws were chewing as rhythmically as his secretary’s. But Cloud’s concoction is not, as he kept saying, a drug, and though it makes you relax and makes you happy and, if you take enough of it, makes you drunk, it doesn’t make you unfit to talk to. So I took a grip on my temper, the only bad temper left, and told him what I wanted.

	 

	He laughed at me - in the friendliest way. ‘Put a stop to Cheery-Gum? Mr McGory!’

	 

	‘But the plane crashes -’

	 

	‘No more suicides, Mr McGory!’

	 

	‘The train wrecks -’

	 

	‘Not a murder or a mugging in the whole city in a month.’

	 

	I said hopelessly. ‘But it’s wrong!’

	 

	‘Ah,’ he said in the tone of a discoverer, ‘now we come down to it. Why is it wrong, Mr McGory ?’

	 

	That was the second time I almost walked out. But I said, ‘Let’s get one thing straight: I don’t want you digging into my problems. That’s not why I’m here. Cheery-Gum is wrong, and I am not biased against it. You can take a detached view of collisions and sudden death if you want to, but what about slow death ? All over the city, all over the country, people are lousing up their jobs. Nobody cares. Nobody does anything but go through the motions. They’re happy. What happens when they get hungry because the farmers are feeling too good to put in their crops ?’

	 

	He sighed patiently. He took the wad of gum out of his mouth, rolled it neatly into a Kleenex and dropped it in the wastebasket. He took a fresh stick out of a drawer and unwrapped it, but stopped when he saw me looking at him. He chuckled. ‘Rather I didn’t, Mr McGory? Well, why not oblige you? It’s not habit-forming, after all.’ He dropped the gum back into the drawer and said: ‘Answering your questions, they won’t starve. The farmers are farming, the workers are working, the policemen are policing, and I’m analysing. And you’re worrying. Why? Work’s getting done.’

	 

	‘But my secretary -’

	 

	‘Forget about your secretary, Mr McGory. Sure, she’s a little fuzzy-brained, a little absent-minded. Who isn’t? But she comes to work, because why shouldn’t she ?’

	 

	‘Sure she does, but -’

	 

	‘But she’s happy. Let her be happy, Mr McGory!’

	 

	I looked scandalized at him. ‘You, a doctor! How can you say that ? Suppose you were fuzzy-brained and so on when a patient desperately needed -’

	 

	He stopped me. ‘In the past three weeks,’ he said gently, ‘you’re the first to come in that door.’

	 

	I changed tack: ‘All right, you’re an analyst. What about a G.P. or a surgeon?’

	 

	He shrugged. ‘Perhaps,’ he conceded, ‘perhaps in one case out of a thousand - somebody hurt in an accident, say - he’d get to the hospital too late, or the surgeon would make some little mistake. Perhaps. Not even one in a thousand - one in a million, maybe. But Cheery-Gum isn’t a drug. A quarter-grain of sodium amytol, and your surgeon’s as good as new.’ Absent-mindedly he reached into the drawer for the stick of gum.

	 

	‘And you say,’ I said accusingly, ‘that it’s not habit-forming!’

	 

	He stopped with his hand half-way to his mouth. ‘Well,’ he said wryly,’ it is a habit. Don’t confuse semantics, Mr. McGory. It is not a narcotic addiction. If my supply were cut off this minute, I would feel bad - as bad as if I couldn’t play bridge any more for some reason, and no worse.’ He put the stick of gum away again and rummaged through the bottom drawers of his desk until he found a dusty pack of cigarettes. ‘Used to smoke three packs a day,’ he wheezed, choking on the first drag.

	 

	He wiped his streaming eyes. ‘You know, Mr McGory,’ he said sharply, ‘you’re a bit of a prig. You don’t want people to be happy.’

	 

	‘I-’

	 

	He stopped me before I could work up a full explosion. ‘Wait! Don’t think that you’re the only person who thinks about what’s good for the world. When I first heard of Cheery-Gum, I worried.’ He stubbed the cigarette out distastefully, still talking. ‘Euphoria is well and good, I said, but what about emergencies? And I looked around, and there weren’t any. Things were getting done, maybe slowly and erratically, but they were getting done. And then I said, on a high moral plane, that’s well and good, but what about the ultimate destiny of man? Should the world be populated by cheerful near-morons? And that worried me, until I began looking at my patients.’ He smiled reflectively. ‘I had ‘em all, Mr McGory. You name it, I had it coming in to see me twice a week. The worst wrecks of psyches you ever heard of, twisted and warped and destroying themselves; and they stopped. They stopped eating themselves up with worry and fear and tension, and then they weren’t my patients any more. And what’s more, they weren’t morons. Give them a stimulus, they respond. Interest them, they react. I played bridge the other night with a woman who was catatonic last month; we had to put the first stick of gum in her mouth. She beat the hell out of me, Mr McGory. I had a mathematician coming here who - well, never mind. It was bad. He’s happy as a clam, and the last time I saw him he had finished a paper he began ten years ago, and couldn’t touch. Stimulate them - they respond. When things are dull - Cheery-Gum. What could be better?’

	 

	I looked at him dully, and said, ‘So you can’t help me.’

	 

	‘I didn’t say that. Do you want me to help you ?’

	 

	‘Certainly!’

	 

	‘Then answer my question: Why don’t you chew a stick yourself?’

	 

	‘Because I can’t!’ It all tumbled out, the Plans meeting and Leslie Clary Cloud and the beaker that hadn’t been diluted and the hives. ‘A terrific allergy,’ I emphasized. ‘Even antihistamines don’t help. They said at the clinic that the antibodies formed after a massive initial -’

	 

	He said comfortably, ‘Soma over psyche, eh? Well, what would you expect ? But believe me, Mr McGory, allergies are psychogenic. Now, if you’ll just -’

	 

	~ * ~

	 

	Well, if you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em, that’s what the old man used to say.

	 

	But I can’t join them. Theodor Yust offered me an invitation, but I guess I was pretty rude to him. And when, at last, I went back, ready to crawl and apologize, there was a scrawled piece of cardboard over the bronze nameplate; it said: Gone fishing.

	 

	I tried to lay it on the line with the Chief. I opened the door of the Plans room, and there he was with Baggott and Wayber, from Mason-Dixon. They were sitting there whittling out model ships, and so intent on what they were doing that they hardly noticed me. After a while the Chief said idly,’ Bankrupt yet ?’ And moments passed, and Wayber finally replied, in an absent-minded tone:

	 

	‘Guess so. Have to file some papers or something.’ And they went on with their whittling.

	 

	So I spoke sharply to them, and the minute they looked up and saw me, it was like the Rockettes: the hands into the pockets, the paper being unwrapped, the gum into the mouth. And naturally I couldn’t make any sense with them after that. So what are you going to do ?

	 

	No! I can’t!

	 

	Hazel hardly comes in to see me any more, even. I bawled her out for it - what would happen, I demanded, if I suddenly had to answer a letter. But she only smiled dreamily at me. ‘There hasn’t been a letter in a month,’ she pointed out amiably. ‘Don’t worry, though. If anything comes up, I’ll be with you in a flash. This stuff isn’t a habit with me, I can stop it any time, you just say the word and ol’ Hazel’ll be there. . . .’

	 

	And she’s right because, when you get right down to it, there’s the trouble. It isn’t a habit.

	 

	So how can you break it ?

	 

	You can stop Cheery-Gum any time. You can stop it this second, or five minutes from now, or tomorrow.

	 

	So why worry about it ?

	 

	It’s completely voluntary, entirely under your control; it won’t hurt you, it won’t make you sick.

	 

	I wish Theodor Yust would come back. Or maybe I’ll just cut my throat.

	 

	<<Contents>>

	 

	~ * ~
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