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			Don’t Get Technatal

			For sev­er­al mo­ments Stern had eyed his type­writ­er omi­nous­ly, con­tem­plat­ing whether he should ut­ter the un­ut­ter­able. Fi­nal­ly:

			“Damn!” he roared. “I can’t write any more! Look, look at that!” He tore the sheet out of the rollers and crum­pled it in his fist. “If I’d known it would be this way,” he said, “I wouldn’t have vot­ed for it! Tech­noc­ra­cy is ru­in­ing ev­ery­thing!”

			Bel­la Stern, pre­oc­cu­pied with her knit­ting, glanced up in hor­ror. “What a tem­per,” she ex­claimed. “Can’t you keep your voice down?” She fussed with her work. “There now,” she cried, “you made me drop a stitch!”

			“I want to be a writ­er!” Samuel Stern lament­ed, turn­ing with grim eyes to his wife. “And the Tech­nate has spoiled my fun.”

			“The way you talk, Samuel,” said his wife, “I ac­tu­al­ly be­lieve you want to go back to that bar­barism preva­lent in the dark thir­ties!”

			“It sounds like one damned good idea!” he said. “At least I’d have some­thing de­cent, or in­de­cent, to write about!”

			“What can you mean?” she asked, tilt­ing her head back and think­ing. “Why can’t you write? There are just oo­dles of things I can think of that are read­able.”

			Some­thing like a tear rolled down Samuel’s cheek. “No more gang­sters, no more bank rob­beries, no more holdups, no more good, old-fash­ioned bur­glar­ies, no more vice gangs!” His voice grew lachry­mose as he pro­ceed­ed down an in­fi­nite line of “no mores.” “No more sad­ness,” he al­most sobbed. “Ev­ery­body’s hap­py, con­tent­ed. No more strife and hard work. Oh, for the days when a gang­land mas­sacre was head­line scoop for me!”

			“Tush!” sniffed Bel­la. “Have you been drink­ing again, Samuel?”

			He hic­cuped gen­tly.

			“I thought so,” she said.

			“I had to do some­thing,” he de­clared. “I’m go­ing nuts for want of a plot.”

			Bel­la Stern laid her knit­ting aside and walked to the bal­cony, looked med­i­ta­tive­ly down in­to the yawn­ing canyon of the New York street fifty sto­ries be­low. She turned back to Sam with a rem­i­nis­cent smile.

			“Why not write a love sto­ry?”

			“What!” Stern shot out of his chair like a hooked eel.

			“Why, yes,” she con­clud­ed. “A nice love sto­ry would be very en­joy­able.”

			“Love!” Stern’s voice was thick with sar­casm. “Why, we don’t even have de­cent love these days. A man can’t mar­ry a wom­an for her mon­ey, and vice-ver­sa. Ev­ery­one un­der Tech­noc­ra­cy gets the same amount of cred­it. No more Reno, no more al­imo­ny, no more breach of prom­ise, or law­suits! Ev­ery­thing is cut and dried. The days of so­ci­ety wed­dings and com­ing out par­ties are gone—cause ev­ery­one is equal. I can’t write po­lit­i­cal crit­i­cisms about graft in the gov­ern­ment, about slums and ter­ri­ble liv­ing con­di­tions, about poor starv­ing moth­ers and their ba­bies. Ev­ery­thing is okay—okay—okay—” his voice sobbed off in­to si­lence.

			“Which should make you very hap­py,” coun­tered his wife.

			“Which makes me very sick,” growled Samuel Stern. “Look, Bell, all my life I want­ed to be a writ­er. Okay. I’m writ­ing for the pulp mag­a­zines for a cou­pla years. Right? Okay. Then I’m writ­ing sea sto­ries, gang­sters, po­lit­i­cal views, first class-bump-offs. I’m hap­py. … I’m in my el­e­ment. Then—bin­go!—in comes Tech­noc­ra­cy, makes ev­ery­one hap­py—bump! out goes me! I just can’t stand writ­ing the stuff the peo­ple read to­day. Ev­ery­thing is sci­ence and ed­u­ca­tion.” He ruf­fled his thick black hair with his fin­gers and glared.

			“You should be joy­ful that the pop­u­la­tion is at work do­ing what they want to do,” Bel­la beamed.

			Sam con­tin­ued mut­ter­ing to him­self. “They took all the sex mag­a­zines off the mar­ket first thing, all of the gang­ster, mur­der and de­tec­tive pub­li­ca­tions. They been ed­u­cat­ing the chil­dren and mak­ing mod­el cit­i­zens out of them.”

			“Which is as it should be,” fin­ished Bel­la.

			“Do you re­al­ize,” he blazed, whip­ping his fin­ger at her, “that for two years there hasn’t been more than a dozen mur­ders in the city? Not one sui­cide or gang war—or—”

			“Heav­ens!” sighed Bel­la. “Don’t be pre­his­toric, Sam. There hasn’t been any­thing re­al­ly crim­i­nal for twen­ty years now. This is 1975 you know.” She came over and pat­ted him gen­tly on the shoul­der. “Why don’t you write some­thing sci­ence-fic­tion­al?”

			“I don’t like sci­ence,” he spat.

			“Then your on­ly al­ter­na­tive is love,” she de­clared firm­ly.

			He formed the de­spi­ca­ble word with his lips, then: “No, I want some­thing new and dif­fer­ent.” He got up and strode to the win­dow. In the pent­house be­low he saw half a dozen ro­bots mov­ing about speed­i­ly, work­ing. His face lit up sud­den­ly, like that of a tiger spy­ing his prey. “Jump­ing Jig­wheels!” he cried. “Why didn’t I think of it be­fore! Ro­bots! I’ll write a love sto­ry about two ro­bots.”

			Bel­la squelched him. “Be sen­si­ble,” she said.

			“It might hap­pen some day,” he ar­gued. “Just think. Love oiled, weld­ed, built of met­al, wired for sound!” He laughed tri­umphant­ly, but it was a low laugh, a strange lit­tle sound. Bel­la ex­pect­ed him to beat his chest next. “Ro­bots fall in love at first sight,” he an­nounced, “and blow an au­dio tube!”

			Bel­la smiled tol­er­ant­ly. “You’re such a child, Sam. I some­times won­der why I mar­ried you.”

			Stern sank down, burn­ing slow­ly, a crim­son flush ris­ing in his face. On­ly half a dozen mur­ders in two years, he thought. No more pol­i­tics, no more to write about. He had to have a sto­ry, just had to have one. He’d go crazy if some­thing didn’t hap­pen soon. His brain was click­ing fu­ri­ous­ly. A cal­liope of thought was toot­ing in his sub­con­scious. He had to have a sto­ry. He turned and looked at his wife, Bel­la, who stood watch­ing the air traf­fic go by the win­dow, bend­ing over the sill, look­ing down in­to the street fifty floors be­low. …

			… and then he reached slow­ly and qui­et­ly for his atom­ic gun.

		
	
		
			The Pendulum

			Up and down, back and forth, up and down. First the quick flight sky­ward, grad­u­al­ly slow­ing, reach­ing the pin­na­cle of the curve, pois­ing a mo­ment, then flash­ing earth­ward again, faster and faster at a nau­se­at­ing speed, reach­ing the bot­tom and hurtling aloft on the op­po­site side. Up and down. Back and forth. Up and down.

			How long it had con­tin­ued this way Layeville didn’t know. It might have been mil­lions of years he’d spent sit­ting here in the mas­sive glass pen­du­lum watch­ing the world tip one way and an­oth­er, up and down, dizzi­ly be­fore his eyes un­til they ached. Since first they had locked him in the pen­du­lum’s round glass head and set it swing­ing it had nev­er stopped or changed. Con­tin­u­ous, mo­not­o­nous move­ments over and above the ground. So huge was this pen­du­lum that it shad­owed one hun­dred feet or more with ev­ery ma­jes­tic sweep of its gleam­ing shape, dan­gling from the met­al in­testines of the shin­ing ma­chine over­head. It took three or four sec­onds for it to tra­verse the one hun­dred feet one way, three or four sec­onds to come back.

			The pris­on­er of time! That’s what they called him now! Now, fet­tered to the very ma­chine he had planned and con­struct­ed. A pri—son—er—of—time! A—pris—on—er—of—Time! With ev­ery swing of the pen­du­lum it echoed in his thoughts. For­ev­er like this un­til he went in­sane. He tried to fo­cus his eyes on the arch­ing hot­ness of the earth as it swept past be­neath him.

			They had laughed at him a few days be­fore. Or was it a week? A month? A year? He didn’t know. This cease­less pitch­ing had filled him with an aching con­fu­sion. They had laughed at him when he said, some time be­fore all this, he could bridge time gaps and trav­el in­to fu­tu­ri­ty. He had de­signed a huge ma­chine to warp space, in­vit­ed thir­ty of the world’s most gift­ed sci­en­tists to help him fin­ish his colos­sal at­tempt to scratch the fu­ture wall of time.

			The hour of the ac­ci­dent spun back to him now through mist­ed mem­o­ry. The dis­play of the time ma­chine to the pub­lic. The ex­act mo­ment when he stood on the plat­form with the thir­ty sci­en­tists and pulled the main switch! The sci­en­tists, all of them, blast­ed in­to ash­es from wild elec­tri­cal flames! Be­fore the eyes of two mil­lion wit­ness­es who had come to the lab­o­ra­to­ry or were tuned in by tele­vi­sion at home! He had slain the world’s great­est sci­en­tists!

			He re­called the mo­ment of shocked hor­ror that fol­lowed. Some­thing rad­i­cal­ly wrong had hap­pened to the ma­chine. He, Layeville, the in­ven­tor of the ma­chine, had stag­gered back­ward, his clothes flam­ing and eat­ing up about him. No time for ex­pla­na­tions. Then he had col­lapsed in the black­ness of pain and numb­ing de­feat.

			Swept to a hasty tri­al, Layeville faced jeer­ing throngs call­ing out for his death. “De­stroy the Time Ma­chine!” they cried. “And de­stroy this mur­der­er with it!”

			Mur­der­er! And he had tried to help hu­man­i­ty. This was his re­ward.

			One man had leaped on­to the tri­bunal plat­form at the tri­al, cry­ing, “No! Don’t de­stroy the ma­chine! I have a bet­ter plan! A re­venge for this—this man!” His fin­ger point­ed at Layeville where the in­ven­tor sat un­shaven and hag­gard, his eyes fail­ure glazed. “We shall re­build his ma­chine, take his pre­cious met­als, and put up a mon­u­ment to his slaugh­ter­ing! We’ll put him on ex­hi­bi­tion for life with­in his ex­e­cu­tion­ing de­vice!” The crowd roared ap­proval like thun­der shak­ing the tri­bunal hall.

			Then, push­ing hands, days in prison, months. Fi­nal­ly, led forth in­to the hot sun­shine, he was car­ried in a small rock­et car to the cen­ter of the city. The shock of what he saw brought him back to re­al­i­ty. They had re­built his ma­chine in­to a tow­er­ing time­piece with a pen­du­lum. He stum­bled for­ward, urged on by thrust­ing hands, lis­ten­ing to the roar of thou­sands of voic­es damn­ing him. In­to the trans­par­ent pen­du­lum head they pushed him and clamped it tight with weld­ings.

			Then they set the pen­du­lum swing­ing and stood back. Slow­ly, very slow­ly, it rocked back and forth, in­creas­ing in speed. Layeville had pound­ed fu­tile­ly at the glass, scream­ing. The faces be­came blurred, were on­ly tear­ing pink blobs be­fore him.

			On and on like this—for how long?

			He hadn’t mind­ed it so much at first, that first night. He couldn’t sleep, but it was not un­com­fort­able. The lights of the city were comets with tails that pelt­ed from right to left like foam­ing fire­works. But as the night wore on he felt a gnaw­ing in his stom­ach, that grew worse. He got very sick and vom­it­ed. The next day he couldn’t eat any­thing.

			They nev­er stopped the pen­du­lum, not once. In­stead of let­ting him eat qui­et­ly, they slid the food down the stem of the pen­du­lum in a spe­cial tube, in lit­tle round parcels that plunked at his feet. The first time he at­tempt­ed eat­ing he was un­suc­cess­ful, it wouldn’t stay down. In des­per­a­tion he ham­mered against the cold glass with his fists un­til they bled, cry­ing hoarse­ly, but he heard noth­ing but his own weak, fear-wracked words muf­fled in his ears.

			Af­ter some time had elapsed he got so that he could eat, even sleep while trav­el­ling back and forth this way. They al­lowed him small glass loops on the floor and leather thongs with which he tied him­self down at night and slept a sound­less slum­ber with­out slid­ing.

			Peo­ple came to look at him. He ac­cus­tomed his eyes to the swift flight and fol­lowed their cu­rios­i­ty-etched faces, first close by in the mid­dle, then far away to the right, mid­dle again, and to the left.

			He saw the faces gap­ing, speak­ing sound­less words, laugh­ing and point­ing at the pris­on­er of time trav­el­ing for­ev­er nowhere. But af­ter awhile the town peo­ple van­ished and it was on­ly tourists who came and read the sign that said: This is the pris­on­er of time—John Layeville—who killed thir­ty of the world’s finest sci­en­tists! The school chil­dren, on the elec­tri­cal mov­ing side­walk stopped to stare in child­ish awe. The pris­on­er of time!

			Of­ten he thought of that ti­tle. God, but it was iron­ic, that he should in­vent a time ma­chine and have it con­vert­ed in­to a clock, and that he, in its pen­du­lum, should mete out the years—trav­el­ing with Time.

			He couldn’t re­mem­ber how long it had been. The days and nights ran to­geth­er in his mem­o­ry. His un­shaven cheeks had de­vel­oped a short beard and then ceased grow­ing. How long a time? How long?

			Once a day they sent down a tube af­ter he ate and vac­u­umed up the cell, dis­pos­ing of any wastes. Once in a great while they sent him a book, but that was all.

			The ro­bots took care of him now. Ev­i­dent­ly the hu­mans thought it a waste of time to both­er over their pris­on­er. The ro­bots brought the food, cleaned the pen­du­lum cell, oiled the ma­chin­ery, worked tire­less­ly from dawn un­til the sun crim­soned west­ward. At this rate it could keep on for cen­turies.

			But one day as Layeville stared at the city and its peo­ple in the blur of as­cent and de­scent, he per­ceived a swarm­ing dark­ness that ex­tend­ed in the heav­ens. The city rock­et ships that crossed the sky on pil­lars of scar­let flame dart­ed help­less­ly, fright­ened­ly for shel­ter. The peo­ple ran like wa­ter splashed on tiles, scream­ing sound­less­ly. Alien crea­tures flut­tered down, great gelati­nous mass­es of black that sucked out the life of all. They clus­tered thick­ly over ev­ery­thing, glis­tened mo­men­tar­i­ly up­on the pen­du­lum and its body above, over the whirling wheels and roar­ing bow­els of the met­al crea­ture once a Time Ma­chine. An hour lat­er they dwin­dled away over the hori­zon and nev­er came back. The city was dead.

			Up and down, Layeville went on his jour­ney to nowhere, in his prison, a strange smile etched on his lips. In a week or more, he knew, he would be the on­ly man alive on earth.

			Ela­tion flamed with­in him. This was his vic­to­ry! Where the oth­er men had planned the pen­du­lum as a prison it had been an asy­lum against an­ni­hi­la­tion now!

			Day af­ter day the ro­bots still came, worked, un­abat­ed by the vis­i­ta­tion of the black horde. They came ev­ery week, brought food, tin­kered, checked, oiled, cleaned. Up and down, back and forth—the pen­du­lum!

			… a thou­sand years must have passed be­fore the sky again showed life over the dead Earth. A sil­very bul­let of space dropped from the clouds, steam­ing, and hov­ered over the dead city where now on­ly a few soli­tary ro­bots per­formed their tasks. In the gath­er­ing dusk the lights of the me­trop­o­lis glim­mered on. Oth­er au­toma­tons ap­peared on the ram­p­ways like spi­ders on twist­ing webs, scur­ry­ing about, check­ing, oil­ing, work­ing in their crisp me­chan­i­cal man­ner.

			And the crea­tures in the alien pro­jec­tile found the time mech­a­nism, the pen­du­lum swing­ing up and down, back and forth, up and down. The ro­bots still cared for it, oiled it, tin­ker­ing.

			A thou­sand years this pen­du­lum had swung. Made of glass the round disk at the bot­tom was, but now when food was low­ered by the ro­bots through the tube it lay un­touched. Lat­er, when the vac­u­um tube came down and cleaned out the cell it took that very food with it.

			Back and forth—up and down.

			The vis­i­tors saw some­thing in­side the pen­du­lum. Pressed close­ly to the glass side of the cell was the face of a whitened skull—a skele­ton vis­age that stared out over the city with emp­ty sock­ets and an enig­mat­i­cal smile wreath­ing its li­p­less teeth.

			Back and forth—up and down.

			The strangers from the void stopped the pen­du­lum in its course, ceased its swing­ing and cracked open the glass cell, ex­pos­ing the skele­ton to view. And in the gleam­ing light of the stars the skull face con­tin­ued its weird grin­ning as if it knew that it had con­quered some­thing. Had con­quered time.

			The Pris­on­er Of Time, Layeville, had in­deed trav­elled along the cen­turies.

			And the jour­ney was at an end.

		
	
		
			The Fight of the Good Ship Clarissa

			The space rock­et Claris­sa was nine days out from Venus. The mem­bers of the crew were al­so out for nine days. They were hunters, fear­less ex­pe­di­tion­ists who bagged game in Venu­sian jun­gles. At the start of our sto­ry they are busy bag­ging their pants, not to for­get their eyes. A sort of lull has fall­en over the ship (Note: a lull is a time warp that fre­quent­ly at­tacks rock­ets and se­duces its mem­bers in­to a sies­ta). It was dur­ing this lull that An­tho­ny Quelch sat sprawled at his type­writ­er look­ing as bag­gy as a bag of un­ripe grape­fruit. An­tho­ny Quelch, the Cos­mic Clam­or Boy, with a face like turned linoleum on the third term, busy writ­ing a book: Fas­cism Is Com­mu­nism with a Shave for which he would re­ceive 367 rubles, 10 pazinkas and in­car­cer­a­tion in a cin­e­ma show­ing Gone with the Wind.

			The boys up­stairs were throw­ing a par­ty in the con­trol room. They had been throw­ing the same par­ty so long the par­ty looked like a worn out first edi­tion of a trapeze artist. There is doubt in our mind as to whether they were try­ing to break the par­ty up or just do the morn­ing mop­ping and break the lease si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. Arms, legs and heads lit­tered the deck. The boys, it seems, threw a par­ty at the drop of a chin. Sort of a space cat­a­clysm with rules and lit­tle reg­u­la­tion—kind of an atom­ic con­vul­sion in the front par­lor. The neigh­bors nev­er com­plained. The neigh­bors were 450 mil­lion miles away. And the boys were tighter than a cat­sup bot­tle at lunchtime. The last time the cap­tain had looked up the hatch and called to his kid­dies in a gen­tle voice, “Hell!” the kid­dies had thrown snow­balls at him. The cap­tain had van­ished. Clever way they make these space bombs nowa­days. A few min­utes pre­vi­ous the boys had been tear­ing up old Amaz­ings and throw­ing them at one an­oth­er, but now they con­tent­ed them­selves with tear­ing up just the ed­i­tors. Palmer was torn in half and he sat in a cor­ner ar­gu­ing with him­self about re­ject­ing a sto­ry for an hour be­fore some­one put him through an or­ange juice ma­chine killing him. (Or­ange juice sor­ry, now?)

			And then they land­ed on Venus. How in heck they got back there so quick is a won­der of sci­ence, but there they were. “Come on, girls!” cried Quelch, “put on your shin guards, get out there and dig ditch­es for good old W.P.A. and the Rover Boys Acad­e­my, earth branch 27!”

			Out in­to the stag­ger­ing rain they dashed. Five min­utes lat­er they came back in, gasp­ing, reel­ing. They had for­got­ten their corsets! The Venu­sians closed in like a mil­lion land­lords. “Charge, men!” cried Quelch, run­ning the oth­er way. And then—bat­tle! “What a fight, folks,” cried Quelch. “Twen­ty thou­sand earth men against two Venu­sians! We’re out­num­bered, but we’ll fight!” Bloosh! “Cor­rec­tion—ten thou­sand men fight­ing!” Kerblom! “One hun­dred men from earth left!” Boom! “This is the last man speak­ing, folks! What a fight. I ain’t had so much fun since—Help, some­one just clipped my corset strings!” Bwom! “Some­one just clipped me!”

			The field was silent. The ship lay gleam­ing in the pink light of dawn that was just bloom­ing over the moun­tains like a pale flow­er.

			The two Venu­sians stood weep­ing over the bod­ies of the Earth­lings like onion peel­ers or two wom­en in a bar­gain base­ment. One Venu­sian looked at the oth­er Venu­sian, and in a high-pitched, hoarse, sad voice said: “Aye, aye, aye—this—hit shood­en hep­pen to a dog—not a doidy lee­dle dog!” And dawn came peace­ful­ly, like beer bar­rels, rolling.

		
	
		
			The Piper1

			“Lord! He’s there again! He’s there! Look!” the old man croaked, jab­bing a cal­loused fin­ger at the buri­al hill. “Old Piper again! As crazy as a loon! Ev­ery year that way!”

			The Mar­tian boy at the feet of the old man stirred his thin red­dish feet in the soil and af­fixed his large green eyes up­on the buri­al hill where the Piper stood. “Why does he do that?” asked the boy.

			“Ah?” The old man’s leath­ery face rum­pled in­to a maze of wrin­kles. “He’s crazy, that’s what. Stands up there pip­ing on his mu­sic from sun­set un­til dawn.”

			The thin pip­ing sounds squealed in the dusk, echoed back from the low hills, were lost in melan­choly si­lence, fad­ing. Then loud­er, high­er, in­sane­ly, cry­ing with shrill voice.

			The Piper was a tall, gaunt man, face as pale and wan as Mar­tian moons, eyes elec­tri­cal pur­ple, stand­ing against the soft of the dusk­ing heav­en, hold­ing his pipe to his lips, play­ing. The Piper—a sil­hou­ette—a sym­bol—a melody.

			“Where did the Piper come from?” asked the Mar­tian boy.

			“From Venus.” The old man took out his pipe and filled it. “Oh, some twen­ty years ago or more, on the pro­jec­tile with the Ter­res­tri­ans. I ar­rived on the same ship, com­ing from Earth, we shared a dou­ble seat to­geth­er.”

			“What is his name?” Again the boy­ish, ea­ger voice.

			“I can’t re­mem­ber. I don’t think I ev­er knew, re­al­ly.”

			A vague rustling sound came in­to ex­is­tence. The Piper con­tin­ued play­ing, pay­ing no heed to it. From the dark­ness, across the star-jew­elled hori­zon, came mys­te­ri­ous shapes, creep­ing, creep­ing.

			“Mars is a dy­ing world,” the old man said. “Noth­ing ev­er hap­pens of much grav­i­ty. The Piper, I be­lieve, is an ex­ile.”

			The stars trem­bled like re­flec­tions in wa­ter, danc­ing with the mu­sic.

			“An ex­ile.” The old man con­tin­ued. “Some­thing like a lep­er. They called him the bril­liant. He was the epit­o­me of all Vene­r­i­an cul­ture un­til the Earth­men came with their greedy in­cor­po­ra­tions and li­cen­tious har­lots. The Earth­lings out­lawed him, sent him here to Mars to live out his days.”

			“Mars is a dy­ing world,” re­peat­ed the boy. “A dy­ing world. How many Mar­tians are there, sir?”

			The old man chuck­led. “I guess maybe you are the last pure Mar­tian alive, boy. But there are mil­lions of oth­ers.”

			“Where do they live? I have nev­er seen them.”

			“You are young. You have much to see, much to learn.”

			“Where do they live?”

			“Out there, be­yond the moun­tains, be­yond the dead sea bot­toms, over the hori­zon and to the north, in the caves, far back in the sub­ter­rane.”

			“Why?”

			“Why? Now that’s hard to say. They were a bril­liant race once up­on a time. But some­thing hap­pened to them, hy­brid­ed them. They are un­in­tel­li­gent crea­tures now, cru­el beasts.”

			“Does Earth own Mars?” The lit­tle boy’s eyes were riv­et­ed up­on the glow­ing plan­et over­head, the green plan­et.

			“Yes, all of Mars. Earth has three cities here, each con­tain­ing one thou­sand peo­ple. The clos­est city is a mile from here, down the road, a group of small met­al bub­ble-like build­ings. The men from Earth move about among the build­ings like ants en­closed in their space suits. They are min­ers. With their huge ma­chines they rip open the bow­els of our plan­et and dig out our pre­cious lifeblood from the min­er­al ar­ter­ies.”

			“Is that all?”

			“That is all.” The old man shook his head sad­ly. “No cul­ture, no art, no pur­pose. Greedy, hope­less Earth­lings.”

			“And the oth­er two cities—where are they?”

			“One is up the same cob­bled road five miles, the third is fur­ther still by some five hun­dred miles.”

			“I am glad I live here with you, alone.” The boy’s head nod­ded sleep­i­ly. “I do not like the men from Ter­ra. They are de­spoil­ers.”

			“They have al­ways been. But some­day,” said the old man, “they will meet their doom. They have blas­phemed enough, have they. They can­not own plan­ets as they have and ex­pect noth­ing but greedy lux­u­ry for their slug­gish­ly squat bod­ies. Some­day—!” His voice rose high, in tem­po and pitch with the Piper’s wild mu­sic.

			Wild mu­sic, in­sane mu­sic, stir­ring mu­sic. Mu­sic to stir the sav­age in­to life. Mu­sic to ef­fect man’s des­tiny!

			
				
					“Wild-eyed Piper on the hill,
					

					Cry­ing out your rigadoons,
					

					Bring the sav­ages to kill
					

					’Neath the wan­ing Mar­tian moons!”
				

			

			“What is that?” asked the boy.

			“A po­em,” said the old man. “A po­em I have writ­ten in the last few days. I feel some­thing is go­ing to hap­pen very soon. The Piper’s song is grow­ing more in­sis­tent ev­ery night. At first, twen­ty years ago, he played on on­ly a few nights of ev­ery year, but now, for the last three years he has played un­til dawn ev­ery night of ev­ery au­tumn when the plan­et is dy­ing.”

			“Bring the sav­ages?” the boy sat up. “What sav­ages?”

			“There!”

			Along the star-glim­mered moun­tain tops a vast clus­ter­ing herd of black, mur­mur­ing, ad­vanc­ing. The mu­sic screamed high­er and high­er.

			
				
					“Piper, pipe that song again!
					

					So he piped, I wept to hear.”
				

			

			“More of the po­em?” asked the boy.

			“Not my po­em—but a po­em from Earth some sev­en­ty years ago. I learned it in school.”

			“Mu­sic is strange.” The lit­tle boy’s eyes were scin­til­lant with thought. “It warms me in­side. This mu­sic makes me an­gry. Why?”

			“Be­cause it is mu­sic with a pur­pose.”

			“What pur­pose?”

			“We shall know by dawn.

			“Mu­sic is the lan­guage of all things—in­tel­li­gent or not, sav­age or ed­u­cat­ed civil­ian. This Piper knows his mu­sic as a god knows his heav­en. For twen­ty years he has com­posed his hymn of ac­tion and hate and fi­nal­ly, tonight per­haps, the fi­nale will be reached. At first, many years ago, when he played, he re­ceived no an­swer from the sub­ter­rane, but the mur­mur of gib­ber­ing voic­es. Five years ago he lured the voic­es and the crea­tures from their caves to the moun­tain tops. Tonight, for the first time, the herd of black will spill over the trails to­ward our hov­el, to­ward the road, to­ward the cities of man!”

			Mu­sic scream­ing, high­er, faster, in­sane­ly, send­ing shock af­ter macabre shock through night air, loos­en­ing the stars from their riv­et­ed sta­tions. The Piper stretched high, six feet or more, up­on his hillock, sway­ing back and forth, his thin shape at­tired in brown-cloth. The black mass on the moun­tain came down like amoe­bic ten­ta­cles, met and co­a­lesced, mut­ter­ing and mum­bling. “Go in­side and hide,” said the old man. “You are young, you must live to prop­a­gate the new Mars. Tonight is the end of the old, to­mor­row be­gins the new! It is death for the men of Earth!” High­er still and high­er. “Death! They come to over­run the Earth­lings, de­stroy their cities, take their pro­jec­tiles. Then—in the ships of man—to Earth! Turn­about! Rev­o­lu­tion and Re­venge! A new civ­i­liza­tion! When mon­sters usurp men and men’s greed­i­ness crum­bles at his demise!” Shriller, faster, high­er, in­sane­ly tem­poed. “The Piper—The Bril­liant One—He who has wait­ed for years for this night. Back to Venus to re­in­stall the glo­ry of his civ­i­liza­tion! The re­turn of Art to hu­man­i­ty!”

			“But they are sav­ages, these un­pure Mar­tians,” the boy cried.

			“Men are sav­ages. I am ashamed of be­ing a man,” the old man said, trem­bling­ly. “Yes, these crea­tures are sav­ages, but they will learn—these brutes—with mu­sic. Mu­sic in many forms—mu­sic for peace, mu­sic for love—mu­sic for hate and mu­sic for death. The Piper and his brood will set up a new cos­mos. He is im­mor­tal!” Now, hur­ry­ing, mut­ter­ing up the road, the first clus­ter of black things rem­i­nis­cent of men. A strange sharp odor in the air. The Piper, from his hillock, walk­ing down the road, over the cob­bles, to the city. “Piper, pipe that song again!” cried the old man. “Go and kill and live again! Bring us love and art again! Piper, pipe the song! I weep!” Then: “Hide, child, hide quick­ly! Be­fore they come! Hur­ry!” And the child, cry­ing, hur­ried to the small house and hid him­self through the night.

			Swirling, jump­ing, run­ning, leap­ing, gam­bol­ing, cry­ing—the new hu­man­i­ty surged to man’s cities, his rock­ets, his mines. The Piper’s song! Stars shud­dered. Winds stilled. Night­birds sang no songs. Echoes mur­mured on­ly the voic­es of the ones who ad­vanced, bring­ing new un­der­stand­ing. The old man, caught in the whirlpool of ebon, was swept down, scream­ing. Then up the road, by the aw­ful thou­sands, vom­it­ing out of hills, sprawl­ing from caves, curl­ing, huge fin­gers of beasts, around and about and down to the Man Cities. Sigh­ing, leap­ing up, voic­es and de­struc­tion!

			Rock­ets across the sky!

			Guns. Death.

			And fi­nal­ly, in the pale ad­vance­ment of dawn, the mem­o­ry, the echo­ing of the old man’s voice. And the lit­tle boy arose to start afresh a new world with a new mate.

			Echo­ing, the old man’s voice:

			“Piper, pipe that song again! So he piped, I wept to hear!”

			A new day dawned.

		
	
		
			Lazarus Come Forth

			Lo­gan’s way of laugh­ing was bad. “There’s a new body up in the air­lock, Bran­don. Climb the rungs and have a look.”

			Lo­gan’s eyes had a green shine to them, ea­ger and in­tent. They were ug­ly, ob­scene.

			Bran­don swore un­der his breath. This room of the Morgue Ship was crowd­ed with their two per­son­al­i­ties. Be­sides that, there were scores of cold shelves of bod­ies freez­ing qui­et­ly, and the in­sis­tent vi­bra­tion of the coro­ner ta­bles, ma­chin­ery spin­ning un­der them. And Lo­gan was like a lit­tle ma­chine that nev­er stopped talk­ing.

			“Leave me alone.” Bran­don rose up, tall and thinned by the years, look­ing as old as a pocked me­te­or. “Just keep qui­et.”

			Lo­gan sucked his cig­a­rette. “Scared to go up­stairs? Scared it might be your son we just picked up?”

			Bran­don reached Lo­gan in about one stride, and while the Morgue Ship slipped on through space, he clenched the coro­ner’s blue uni­form with the small bones in­side it and hung it up against the wall, press­ing in­ward un­til Lo­gan couldn’t breathe. Lo­gan blew air, his eyes looked help­less. He tried to speak and could on­ly grunt like a stuck pig. He waved his short arms, flap­ping.

			Bran­don kept him there, cru­ci­fied on a fist.

			“I told you. Let me search for my own son’s body in my own way. I don’t need your tongue.”

			Lo­gan’s eyes were los­ing their shine, were get­ting blind and glazed. Bran­don stepped back, re­leas­ing the lit­tle as­sis­tant. Lo­gan bumped soft­ly against met­al floor­ing, his mouth hun­gry for air, his nos­trils flar­ing for breath. Bran­don watched the lit­tle face of Lo­gan over the crouched, gasp­ing body, with red col­or and anger shoot­ing up in­to it with ev­ery pass­ing sec­ond.

			“Cow­ard!” he threw it out of him­self, Lo­gan did. “Got yel­low—neon-tub­ing—for your spine. Cow­ard. Nev­er went to war. Nev­er did any­thing for Earth against Mars.”

			Bran­don said the words in slow mo­tion. “Shut up.”

			“Why?” Lo­gan crept back, inch­ing up the met­al hull. The blood pumps un­der the skirts of the ta­bles pulsed across the warm si­lence. “Does it hurt, the truth? Your son’d be proud of you, okay. Ha!” He coughed and spat. “He was so damn ashamed of you he went and signed up for space com­bat. So he got lost from his ship dur­ing a bat­tle.” Lo­gan licked his lips very care­ful­ly. “So, to make up for it, you signed on a Morgue Ship. Try to find his body. Try to make amends. I know you. You wouldn’t join the Space War­riors to fight. No guts for that. Had to get a nice easy job on a morgue ship—”

			Lines ap­peared in Bran­don’s gaunt cheeks, his eyes were closed, the lids pale. He said, and tried to be­lieve it him­self, “Some­one has to pick up the bod­ies af­ter the bat­tle. They can’t go fly­ing on for­ev­er in their own or­bits. They de­serve buri­al.”

			The bit­ter­ness of Lo­gan struck even deep­er. “Who are you tryin’ to con­vince?” He was on his feet now. “Me, it’s dif­fer­ent. I got a right to run­ning this ship. I was in the oth­er war.”

			“You’re a liar,” Bran­don re­tort­ed. “You hunt­ed ra­di­um in the as­ter­oids with a min­er­al tug. You took this Morgue Ship job so you could go right on hunt­ing ra­di­um, pick­ing up bod­ies on the side.”

			Lo­gan laughed soft­ly, but not hu­mor­ous­ly. “So what? Least I’m no cow­ard. I’ll burn any­body gets in my way.” He thought it over. “Un­less,” he added, “they give me a lit­tle mon­ey.”

			Bran­don turned away, feel­ing ill. He forced him­self to climb up the rungs to­ward that air­lock, where that fresh body lay, new­ly still­born from space by the re­triev­ing-claw. His palms left wet shin­ing prints on the rungs. His climb­ing feet made a soft noise in the cold met­al si­lence.

			The body lay in the cold air­lock’s cen­ter, as thou­sands had lain be­fore. Its pos­ture was one of easy slum­ber, re­laxed and not speak­ing ev­er again.

			

			Bran­don took in his breath. Numbly he re­al­ized it was not his son. Ev­ery time a new body was found he feared and yet hoped it would be Richard. Richard of the easy laugh­ter and good smile and dark curly hair. Richard who was now float­ing off some­where to­ward some far eter­ni­ty.

			Bran­don’s eyes di­lat­ed. He went to his knees and with ef­fi­cient darts of his eyes, he cov­ered the vi­tal points of this strange uni­form with the young body in­side it. His heart pound­ed briefly, and when he got up again he act­ed like he had been struck in the face. He walked un­steadi­ly to the rungs.

			“Lo­gan,” he called down the hole in a numbed voice. “Lo­gan, come up here. Quick.”

			Lo­gan climbed lazi­ly up, emit­ting grunts and smoke.

			“Look here,” said Bran­don, kneel­ing again by the body.

			Lo­gan looked and didn’t be­lieve it. “Where in hell’d you get that?”

			Ly­ing there, the face of the body was like snow framed by the ebon-black of the hair. The eyes were blue jew­els caught in the snow. There were slen­der fin­gers re­clin­ing against the hips. But, most im­por­tant of all, was the cut of the sil­ver met­al uni­form, the grey leather belt and the bronze tri­an­gle over the silent heart with the nu­mer­als 51 on it.

			Lo­gan held on­to the rungs. “Three hun­dred years old,” he whis­pered it. “Three hun­dred years old,” he said.

			“Yes.” The Nu­mer­als 51 were enough for Bran­don. “Af­ter all these cen­turies, and in per­fect con­di­tion. Look how calm he is. Most corpse faces aren’t—pret­ty. Some­thing hap­pened, three hun­dred years ago, and he’s been drift­ing, alone, ev­er since. I—” Bran­don caught his breath.

			“What’s wrong?” snapped Lo­gan.

			“This man,” said Bran­don, won­der­ing­ly, “com­mit­ted sui­cide.”

			“How do you fig­ure?”

			“There’s not a mark of de­com­pres­sion, cen­trifu­gal force, dis­in­te­gra­tor or ray-burn on him. He sim­ply stepped out of a ship. Why should a Sci­en­tist of the 51 Cir­cle com­mit sui­cide?”

			“They had wars back there, too,” said Lo­gan. “But this is the first time I ev­er seen a stiff from one of them. It can’t hap­pen. He shoul­da been messed up by me­te­ors.”

			A strange prick­ling crept over Bran­don. “When I was a kid, I re­mem­ber thumb­ing through his­to­ry books, read­ing about those fa­mous 51 Sci­en­tists of the Cir­cle who were do­ing ex­per­i­men­tal work on Plu­to back in the year 2100. I mem­o­rized their uni­forms, and this bronze badge. I couldn’t mis­take it. There was a ru­mor that they were ex­per­i­ment­ing with some new uni­ver­sal pow­er weapon.”

			“A myth,” said Lo­gan.

			“Who knows? Maybe. Maybe not. But be­fore that su­per weapon was com­plet­ed, Earth fell be­neath Mars’ as­sault. The 51 Sci­en­tists de­stroyed them­selves and their Base when the Mar­tians came. The—myth—says that if the Mar­tians had been on­ly a month lat­er—the weapon would have been out of blue­print and in­to met­al.”

			Bran­don stopped talk­ing and looked at the long-boned, eas­i­ly slum­ber­ing Sci­en­tist.

			“And now he shows up. One of the orig­i­nal 51. I won­der what hap­pened? Maybe he tried to reach Earth and had to leap in­to space to es­cape the Mar­tians. Lo­gan, we’ve got his­to­ry with us, pulled in out of space, cold and stark un­der our hands.”

			Lo­gan laughed un­easi­ly. “Yeah. Now, if we on­ly had that weapon. Ba­by, that’d be some­thing to sing about, by God.”

			Bran­don jerked.

			Lo­gan looked at him. “What’s eat­ing you?”

			Bran­don laid his fin­gers on the dead Sci­en­tist’s skull.

			“Maybe—just maybe—we have got the weapon,” he said.

			His hand trem­bled.

			

			The coro­ner pumps throbbed warm­ly un­der the ta­ble, while ma­nip­u­lat­ing ten­drils dart­ed swift­ly, ef­fec­tive­ly over the dead Sci­en­tist’s body. Bran­don moved, too, like a ma­chine. In a reg­u­lar fury he had forced Lo­gan to hur­ry the body down in­to the prepa­ra­tions room, in­ject adrenalin, ther­mal units, ap­ply the blood pump and ac­com­plish a thou­sand oth­er de­mand­ing and in­stan­ta­neous tasks.

			“Now, out of the way, Lo­gan. You’re more trou­ble than help!”

			Lo­gan stum­bled back. “Okay, okay. Don’t get snot­ty. It won’t work. I keep telling you. All these years.”

			Bran­don could see noth­ing. Lo­gan’s voice was muf­fled, far away. There was on­ly the surge of pumps, the sweat­ing heat of the lit­tle cu­bi­cle, and niche num­ber 12 wait­ing to re­ceive this body if he failed. Bran­don swal­lowed, tight­ly. Niche num­ber 12 wait­ing, cold, ready, wait­ing for a body to fill it. He’d have to fight to keep it emp­ty.

			He be­gan to singsong words over and over as he in­ject­ed stim­u­lants in­to the body. He didn’t know where the words came from, from child­hood, maybe, from his old re­li­gious mem­o­ries:

			“Lazarus come forth,” Bran­don said soft­ly, bend­ing close, ad­just­ing the ma­nip­u­la­to­ry ten­drils. “Lazarus, come forth.”

			Lo­gan snort­ed. “Lazarus! Will you can that!”

			Bran­don had to talk to him­self. “In­side his brain he’s got that en­er­gy weapon that Earth can use to end the war. It’s been frozen in there three hun­dred years. If we can thaw it out—”

			“Who ev­er heard of re­viv­ing a body af­ter that long?”

			“He’s per­fect­ly pre­served. Per­fect­ly frozen. Oh, God, this is Fate. I know it. I feel it. Came to find Richard and I found some­thing big­ger! Lazarus! Lazarus, come forth from the tomb!”

			The ma­chines thrummed loud­er, beat­ing in­to his ears. Bran­don lis­tened, watched for just one pulse, just one beat, one word, one mo­ment of life.

			“Air for the lungs,” and Bran­don at­tached oxy­gen cones over the fine nose and re­laxed lips. “Pres­sure on the ribs.” Met­al plates pres­sur­ing the rib case slow­ly out and in. “Cir­cu­la­tion.” Bran­don touched the con­trol at the foot of the ta­ble and the whole ta­ble tilt­ed back and forth in a whin­ing teeter-tot­ter.

			A re­port clipped through on the au­dio:

			“Morgue Ship. Bat­tle Unit 766 call­ing Morgue Ship. Off or­bit of Plu­to 234 cc, point ze­ro-two, off 32, one by sev­en, fol­low up. Bat­tle just ter­mi­nat­ed. Six Mar­tian ships de­stroyed. One Earth ship blast­ed apart and bod­ies thrown in­to space. Please re­cov­er. 79 men. Bod­ies in or­bit head­ing to­ward sun at 23456 an hour. Check.”

			Lo­gan flipped his cig­a­rette away. “That’s us. We got work to do. Come on. Let that stiff cool. He’ll be here when we come back.”

			“No!” Bran­don fair­ly shout­ed it, eyes wild. “He’s more im­por­tant than all those men out there. We can help them lat­er. He can help us now!”

			The ta­ble came to a halt, bring­ing ab­so­lute si­lence.

			Bran­don bent for­ward to press his ear against the warmed rib-cas­ing.

			“Wait.”

			There it was. Un­be­liev­ably, there it was. A tiny pulse stir­ring like a ter­mite down un­der, soft­ly and slug­gish­ly mov­ing through the body, jab­bing the heart and—now! Bran­don cried out. He was shak­ing all over. He was set­ting the ma­chine in op­er­a­tion again, and talk­ing and laugh­ing and go­ing crazy with it.

			“He’s alive! He’s alive! Lazarus has come from the tomb! Lazarus re­born again! No­ti­fy Earth im­me­di­ate­ly!”

			

			At the end of an hour, the pulse was tim­ing nor­mal, the tem­per­a­ture was low­er­ing down from a fever, and Bran­don moved about the prepa­ra­tions room watch­ing ev­ery quiver of the body’s in­ter­nal or­gans through the tubu­lar-flu­o­ro­scope.

			He ex­ult­ed. This was hav­ing Richard alive again. It was com­pen­sa­tion. You roared in­to space look­ing some­where for your lost self-re­spect, your pride, look­ing for your son who is shoot­ing on some sound­less or­bit in­to noth­ing, and now the big­gest child of Fate is de­posit­ed in your arms to warm and bring to life. It was im­pos­si­ble. It was good. Bran­don al­most laughed. He al­most for­got he had ev­er known fear of death. This was con­quer­ing it. This was like bring­ing Richard back to life, but even more. It meant things to earth and hu­man­i­ty; things about weapons and pow­er and peace.

			Lo­gan in­ter­rupt­ed Bran­don’s ex­ul­tant think­ing by blow­ing smoke in his face. “You know some­thing, Brandy? This is damn good! You done some­thing, Mis­ter. Yeah.”

			“I thought I told you to no­ti­fy Earth.”

			“Ah, I been watch­ing you. Like a ma­ma hen and her chick. I been think­ing, too. Yeah.” Lo­gan shook ash­es off his smoke. “Ev­er since you pulled in this prize fish, I been turn­ing it over in my mind.”

			“Go up to the ra­dio room and call Earth. We’ve got to rush the Sci­en­tist to Moon Base im­me­di­ate­ly. We can talk lat­er.”

			There was that hard green shine to Lo­gan’s nar­row eyes again. He poked a fin­ger at Bran­don. “Here’s the way I get it. Do we get re­ward­ed for find­ing this guy? Hell, no. It’s our rou­tine work. We’re sup­posed to pick up bod­ies. Here we got a guy who’s the key to the whole damn war.”

			Bran­don’s lips hard­ly moved. “Call Earth.”

			“Now, hold on a mo­ment, Brandy. Let me fin­ish this. I been think­ing, maybe the Mar­tians’d like to own him, too. Maybe they’d like to be around when he starts talk­ing.”

			Bran­don made a fist. “You heard what I said.”

			Lo­gan put his hand be­hind him. “I just want to talk peace­able with you, Brandy. I don’t want trou­ble. But all we’ll get for find­ing this stiff is a kiss on the cheek and a medal on the chest. Hell!”

			Bran­don was go­ing to hit him hard, be­fore he saw the gun in Lo­gan’s fin­gers, whipped out and point­ing.

			“Take a look at this, Brandy, and don’t lose your sup­per.”

			In spite of him­self, Bran­don quailed. It was al­most an in­vol­un­tary ac­tion. His whole body plunged back, aching, pulling with it.

			“Now, let’s march up to the ra­dio room. I got a lit­tle call­ing to do. Get on with you. Hup!”

			In the ra­dio-room, Lo­gan touched studs, raised a mike to his lips and said:

			“Beam to Mars. Beam to Mars. Morgue Ship of Earth call­ing. Mars Beam an­swer.”

			Af­ter an in­ter­val, Mars gave an­swer. Lo­gan said:

			“I’ve just picked up the body of a 51 Cir­cle Sci­en­tist. He’s been re­sus­ci­tat­ed. Give me your fleet com­man­der. I got things to talk over with him.” Lo­gan smiled. “Oh, hel­lo, com­man­der!”

			

			Half an hour lat­er, the dis­cus­sions were over, the plans made. Lo­gan hung up, sat­is­fied. Bran­don looked at him as if he couldn’t be­lieve he was se­ri­ous.

			Back down in the con­trol room, Lo­gan set a course, and then forced Bran­don to get the body ready. He bragged about the deal. “A half ton of ra­di­um, Brandy. Not bad, eh? Good pay. More than Earth’d ev­er give me for my rou­tine du­ty.”

			Bran­don shud­dered. “You fool. The Mar­tians will kill us.”

			“Uh-uh.” Lo­gan pan­tomimed him in­to mov­ing the body on­to a rollered ta­ble and tak­ing it to the emer­gen­cy life-craft air­lock. “I’m not that dumb. I’m hav­ing you wire this emer­gen­cy lifeboat with ex­plo­sive. We col­lect the min­er­als first. We blow up the body if the Mar­tians act fun­ny. We make them wait un­til we’ve col­lect­ed our half and got­ten five hours’ start to­ward Earth be­fore we al­low them to pick up the body. Nice, huh?”

			Bran­don swayed over the task of wiring the lifeboat with ex­plo­sive. “You’re cut­ting your own throat. Hand­ing over a weapon like that to the Mar­tian en­e­my.”

			It was no again from Lo­gan. “Af­ter the Mar­tians pick up the body and we’re safe­ly on our way home to Earth, I press a but­ton and the whole damn thing blows up. They call it dou­ble-cross­ing.”

			“De­stroy the body?”

			“Hell, yes. Think I want a weapon like that turned over to the en­e­my? Guh!”

			“The war’ll go on for years.”

			“So Earth’ll wind up win­ning, any­how. We’re get­ting along, slow but sure. And when the war’s over, I got a load of ra­di­um to set my­self up in busi­ness and a big fu­ture in front of me.”

			“So you kill mil­lions of men, for that.”

			“What’d they do for me? Ru­ined my guts in the last war!”

			There had to be some ar­gu­ment, some­thing to say, quick, some­thing to do to a man like Lo­gan. Bran­don thought, quick­ly. “Look, Lo­gan, we can work this, but save the body.”

			“Don’t be fun­ny.”

			“Put one of the oth­er bod­ies in the ship we send out. Save Lazarus’ body and run back to Earth with it!” in­sist­ed Bran­don.

			The lit­tle as­sis­tant shook his head. “The Mar­tians’ll have an in­tra-ma­te­ri­al beam fo­cused on the emer­gen­cy ship when they get with­in one hun­dred thou­sand miles of her. They’ll be able to tell then if the body’s dead or alive. No dice, Brandy.”

			It was hard­ly like leap­ing him­self, thought Bran­don. It was just frus­tra­tion and rage and un­think­ing ac­tion. Bran­don jumped. Lo­gan hard­ly flicked an eye­lid as he pressed the trig­ger of his para­gun. It par­a­lyzed the legs from un­der Bran­don and he col­lapsed. The gun sprayed over his groin and chest and face, too, in a with­er­ing show­er of red-hot nee­dles. The lights went out.

			

			There was a loose sen­sa­tion of emp­ty space, and ac­cel­er­a­tion mi­nus pow­er. Pure sound­less mo­men­tum. Bran­don forced his eyes open painful­ly, and found him­self alone in the prepa­ra­tions room, ly­ing stretched up­on one of the coro­ner ta­bles, bound with met­al fi­bre.

			“Lo­gan!” he bel­lowed it up through the ship. He wait­ed. He did it again. “Lo­gan!”

			He fought the met­al fi­bre, knot­ting his fists, twist­ing his arms. He yanked him­self back and forth. It pret­ty well held, ex­cept for a loose­ness in the right hand bind­ing. He worked on that. Up­stairs, a queer, de­tached Mar­tian bass voice in­toned it­self.

			“500,000 miles. Pre­pare your emer­gen­cy craft with the body of the Sci­en­tist in­side of it, Morgue Ship. At 300,000 miles, re­lease the emer­gen­cy craft. We’ll re­lease our min­er­al pay­ment ship now, giv­ing you a half hour lee­way to pick it up. It con­tains the ex­act amount you asked for.”

			Lo­gan’s voice next:

			“Good. The Sci­en­tist is alive, still, and do­ing well. You’re get­ting a bar­gain.”

			Bran­don’s face whitened, bring­ing out all the hard, scared bones of it, the cheeks and brow and chin bones. He jerked against the bind­ing and it on­ly jumped the air from his lungs so he sobbed. Breath­ing deeply, he lay back. They were tak­ing his child back out in­to space. Lazarus, his sec­ond son, whom he had birthed out of space with a met­al re­triev­er, they were tak­ing back out and away from him. You can’t have your re­al son; so you take the sec­ond best and you slap him in­to breath­ing life, in­to breath­ing con­scious­ness, and be­fore he is a day old they try to tear him away from you again. Bran­don fair­ly yelled against his man­a­cles of wire. Sweat came down his face, and the stuff from his eyes wasn’t all sweat.

			Lo­gan tip­toed down the hard rungs, grin­ning.

			“Awake, Sleep­ing Beau­ty?”

			Bran­don said noth­ing. His right hand was loos­ened. It was wet and loos­ened, work­ing like a small white an­i­mal at his side, slip­ping from its wire trap.

			“You can’t go ahead with it, Lo­gan.”

			“Why not?”

			“The Earth Tri­bunal will find out.”

			“You won’t tell them.” Lo­gan was do­ing some­thing across the room. He was the on­ly mov­ing thing in front of a hun­dred cold shelves of sleep­ing war­riors.

			Bran­don gasped, tried to get up, fell back. “How’ll you fake my death?”

			“With an in­jec­tion of sul­fac­ardi­um. Heart fail­ure. Too much pulse on a too old heart. Sim­ple.” Lo­gan turned and there was a hy­po­der­mic in his hand.

			Bran­don lay there. The ship went on and on. The body was up­stairs, ly­ing breath­ing in its met­al cra­dle, moth­ered by him and jerked to life by him, and now go­ing away. Bran­don man­aged to say:

			“Do me a fa­vor?”

			“What?”

			“Give me the drug now. I don’t want to be awake when you send Lazarus out. I don’t want that.”

			“Sure.” Lo­gan came walk­ing across the deck, rais­ing the hy­po­der­mic. It glit­tered hard and sil­ver fine, and sharp.

			“One more thing, Lo­gan.”

			“Hur­ry it up!”

			On­ly one arm free, one leg able to move slight­ly. Lo­gan was press­ing against the ta­ble, now. The hy­po­der­mic hes­i­tat­ed in his fin­gers.

			“This!” said Bran­don.

			

			With one foot, Bran­don kicked the teeter-tot­ter con­trol at the base of the board. The board, whin­ing, be­gan to el­e­vate swift­ly. With his free arm, in­stant­ly pulling the last way free from the wire, Bran­don clutched Lo­gan’s scream­ing head and jammed it down un­der the ta­ble, un­der the de­scend­ing board. Board and met­al base ground to­geth­er and kept on go­ing three inch­es. Lo­gan screamed on­ly once. The sounds af­ter that were so hor­ri­ble that Bran­don retched. Lo­gan’s body slumped and hung, arms slack, hy­po dropped and shat­tered on the deck.

			The whole ta­ble kept go­ing up and down, up and down.

			It made Bran­don sick­er with each move­ment. The whole room re­volved, tipped, spun sick­ish­ly. The corpses in all their nich­es seemed to shiv­er with it.

			He man­aged to kick the con­trol to neu­tral and the ta­ble poised, el­e­vat­ed at the heels, so blood pound­ed hot­ly in­to Bran­don’s pale face, light­ing, col­or­ing it. His heart was pound­ing fu­ri­ous­ly and the chronome­ter up­on the hull-wall clicked out time pass­ing, time pass­ing and miles with it, and Mar­tians com­ing so much the clos­er. …

			He fought the re­main­ing wires con­tin­u­ous­ly, curs­ing, bring­ing threads and beads of blood from raw wrist, an­kle and hips. Red lights buzzed like in­sects on the ceil­ing, spell­ing out:

			“Rock­et com­ing … un­known craft … rock­et ap­proach­ing. …”

			Hold on, Lazarus. Don’t let them wake you all the way up. Don’t let them take you. Bet­ter for you to go on slum­ber­ing for­ev­er.

			The wire on his left wrist sprang open. It took an­oth­er five min­utes to bleed him­self out of the an­kle wires. The ship spun on, all too quick­ly.

			Not look­ing at Lo­gan’s body, Bran­don sprang from the ta­ble and with an in­fi­nite weari­ness tried to speed him­self up the rungs. His mind raced ahead, but his body could on­ly sludge rung af­ter rung up­ward in­to the ra­dio room. The door to the emer­gen­cy rock­et boat was wide and in­side, liv­ing qui­et­ly, cheeks pink, pulse beat­ing soft­ly in throat, Lazarus lay un­think­ing, un­know­ing that his new fa­ther had come in­to his pres­ence.

			Bran­don glanced at his wrist chronome­ter. Al­most time to slam that door, shov­ing Lazarus out in­to space to meet the Mar­tians. Five min­utes.

			He stood there, sweat­ing. Then, de­cid­ed, he put a tight au­dio beam straight on through to green Earth. Earth.

			“Morgue Ship com­ing home. Morgue Ship com­ing home! Im­por­tant car­go. Im­por­tant car­go. Please meet us off the Moon!”

			Set­ting the ship con­trols in­to an au­to­mat­ic mesh, he felt the thun­der­ing jets ex­plode to life un­der him. It was not alone their shak­ing that pulsed through his body. It was some­thing of him­self, too. He was sick. He want­ed to get back to Earth so bad­ly he was vi­o­lent­ly ill with the de­sire. To for­get all of war and death.

			He could give Lazarus to the en­e­my and then turn home­ward. Yes, he sup­posed he could do that. But, give up a sec­ond son where you al­ready have giv­en up one? No. No. Or, de­stroy the body now? Bran­don fin­gered a ray-gun mo­men­tar­i­ly. Then he threw it away from him, eyes closed, sway­ing. No.

			And if he should try to run away to Earth now? The Mar­tians would pur­sue and cap­ture him. There was no speed in a Morgue Ship to out­dis­tance su­pe­ri­or craft.

			Bran­don walked un­steadi­ly to the side of the sleep­ing Sci­en­tist. He watched him a mo­ment, touch­ing him, look­ing at him with a lost light in his eyes.

			Then, he be­gan the fi­nal prepa­ra­tions, lift­ing the Sci­en­tist, go­ing to­ward the life rock­et.

			

			The Mar­tians in­ter­cept­ed the emer­gen­cy life-rock­et at 5199 cvz. The Morgue Ship it­self was nowhere vis­i­ble. It had al­ready com­plet­ed its arc and was driv­ing back to­ward Earth.

			The body of Lazarus was hur­ried in­to the hos­pi­tal cu­bi­cle of the Mar­tian rock­et. The body was laid up­on a ta­ble, and im­me­di­ate ef­forts were made to bring it out of its cen­turies of rest.

			Lazarus re­clined, sil­ver uni­form belt­ed across the mid­dle with soft mouse-grey leather, bronze sym­bol 51 over the heart.

			Breath­less­ly, the Mar­tians crowd­ed in about the body, prob­ing, ex­am­in­ing, try­ing, wait­ing. The room got very warm. The lit­tle pur­ple eyes blinked hot and tensed.

			Lazarus was breath­ing deeply now, sigh­ing in­to full aware life, Lazarus com­ing from the tomb. Af­ter three hun­dred years of avoid death.

			Armed guards stood on both sides of the med­i­cal ta­ble, weapons poised, tor­ture mech­a­nisms ready to make Lazarus speak if he re­fused to tell.

			The eyes of Lazarus flut­tered open. Lazarus out of the tomb. Lazarus see­ing his com­pan­ions, iris widen­ing up­on it­self, forc­ing shape out of mist. See­ing the cu­ri­ous blue skulls of anx­ious Mar­tians col­lect­ed in a watch­ing crowd about him. Lazarus liv­ing, breath­ing, ready to speak.

			Lazarus lift­ed his head, cu­ri­ous­ly, part­ed his lips, wet­ted them with his tongue, and then spoke. His first words were:

			“What time is it?”

			It was a sim­ple sen­tence, and all of the Mar­tians bent for­ward to catch its sig­nif­i­cance as one of the Mar­tians replied:

			“23:45.”

			Lazarus nod­ded and closed his eyes and lay back. “Good. He’s safe then, by now. He’s safe.”

			The Mar­tians closed in, wait­ing for the next im­por­tant words of the wak­ing dead.

			Lazarus kept his eyes closed, and he trem­bled a lit­tle, as if, in spite of him­self, he couldn’t help it.

			He said:

			“My name is Bran­don.”

			Then, Lazarus laughed. …

		
	
		
			The Monster Maker

			Sud­den­ly, it was there. There wasn’t time to blink or speak or get scared. Click Hath­away’s cam­era was load­ed and he stood there lis­ten­ing to it rack-spin film be­tween his fin­gers, and he knew he was get­ting a damned sweet pic­ture of ev­ery­thing that was hap­pen­ing.

			The pic­ture of Mar­na­gan hunched huge over the con­trol-con­sole, wrench­ing levers, jam­ming studs with freck­led fists. And out in the dark of the forepart there was space and a star-sprin­kling and this me­te­or com­ing like blaz­ing fury.

			Click Hath­away felt the ship move un­der him like a sen­si­tive an­i­mal’s skin. And then the me­te­or hit. It made a spiked fist and knocked the rear-jets flat, and the ship spun like a cos­mic mer­ry-go-round.

			There was plen­ty of noise. Too damned much. Hath­away on­ly knew he was picked up and hurled against a lever-bank, and that Mar­na­gan wasn’t long in fol­low­ing, swear­ing loud words. Click re­mem­bered hang­ing on to his cam­era and grit­ting to keep hold­ing it. What a sweet shot that had been of the me­te­or! A sweet­er one still of Mar­na­gan beat­ing hell out of the con­trols and keep­ing his words to him­self un­til just now.

			It got qui­et. It got so qui­et you could al­most hear the as­ter­oids rush­ing up, cold, blue and hard. You could hear your heart kick­ing a tom-tom be­tween your sick stom­ach and your emp­ty lungs.

			Stars, as­ter­oids re­volved. Click grabbed Mar­na­gan be­cause he was the near­est thing, and held on. You came hunt­ing for a space-raider and you end­ed up cra­dled in a slab-sized Irish­man’s arms, div­ing at a hunk of met­al death. What a fade-out!

			“Irish!” he heard him­self say. “Is this it?”

			“Is this what?” yelled Mar­na­gan in­side his hel­met.

			“Is this where the Big Pro­duc­er yells cut!?”

			Mar­na­gan fumed. “I’ll die when I’m damned good and ready. And when I’m ready I’ll in­form you and you can pic­ture me pro­file for Cos­mic Films!”

			They both wait­ed, thrust against the ship­side and held by a hand of grav­i­ty; lis­ten­ing to each oth­er’s breath­ing hard in the ear­phones.

			The ship struck, once. Bounc­ing, it struck again. It turned end over and stopped. Hath­away felt him­self grabbed; he and Mar­na­gan rat­tled around—hu­man dice in a croupi­er’s cup. The shell of the ship burst, air and en­er­gy flung out.

			Hath­away screamed the air out of his lungs, but his brain was think­ing quick crazy, unim­por­tant things. The best scenes in life nev­er reach film, or an au­di­ence. Like this one, dammit! Like this one! His brain spun, rack­et­ing like the in­stan­ta­neous, flick­ing mo­tions of his cam­era.

			

			Si­lence came and en­gulfed all the noise, ate it up and swal­lowed it. Hath­away shook his head, in­stinc­tive­ly grabbed at the cam­era locked to his mid-belt. There was noth­ing but stars, twist­ed wreck­age, cold that pierced through his vac-suit, and si­lence. He wrig­gled out of the wreck­age in­to that si­lence.

			He didn’t know what he was do­ing un­til he found the cam­era in his fin­gers as if it had grown there when he was born. He stood there, think­ing “Well, I’ll at least have a few good scenes on film. I’ll—”

			A hunk of met­al teetered, fell with a crash. Mar­na­gan el­e­vat­ed sev­en feet of bel­low­ing man­hood from the wreck.

			“Hold it!” cracked Hath­away’s high voice. Mar­na­gan froze. The cam­era whirred. “Low an­gle shot; In­ter­plan­e­tary Pa­trol­man emerges un­scathed from as­ter­oid crack­up. Swell stuff. I’ll get a raise for this!”

			“From the toe of me boot!” snarled Mar­na­gan brusque­ly. Ox­en shoul­ders flexed in­side his vac-suit. “I might’ve died in there, and you nursin’ that film-con­trap­tion!”

			Hath­away felt fun­ny in­side, sud­den­ly. “I nev­er thought of that. Mar­na­gan die? I just took it for grant­ed you’d come through. You al­ways have. Fun­ny, but you don’t think about dy­ing. You try not to.” Hath­away stared at his gloved hand, but the glov­ing was so thick and heavy he couldn’t tell if it was shak­ing. Mus­cles in his bony face went down, pale. “Where are we?”

			“A mil­lion miles from no­body.”

			They stood in the mid­dle of a pocked, time-erod­ed me­te­or plain that stretched off, dip­ping down in­to silent in­di­go and a rash of stars. Over­head, the sun poised; black and stars all around it, mak­ing it look sick.

			“If we walk in op­po­site di­rec­tions, Click Hath­away, we’d be shak­ing hands the oth­er side of this rock in two hours.” Mar­na­gan shook his mop of dusty red hair. “And I promised the boys at Lu­na Base this time I’d cap­ture that Gun­ther lad!”

			His voice stopped and the si­lence spoke.

			Hath­away felt his heart pump­ing slow, hot pumps of blood. “I checked my oxy­gen, Irish. Six­ty min­utes of breath­ing left.”

			The si­lence punc­tu­at­ed that sen­tence, too. Up­on the sharp me­te­oric rocks Hath­away saw the tan­gled in­sides of the ra­dio, the food sup­ply mashed and scat­tered. They were lucky to have es­caped. Or was suf­fo­ca­tion a bet­ter death … ? Six­ty min­utes.

			They stood and looked at one an­oth­er.

			“Damn that me­te­or!” said Mar­na­gan, hot­ly.

			Hath­away got hold of an idea; re­mem­ber­ing some­thing. He said it out: “Some­body tossed that me­te­or, Irish. I took a pic­ture of it, looked it right in the eye when it rolled at us, and it was pok­er-hot. Space-me­te­ors are nev­er hot and glow­ing. If it’s proof you want, I’ve got it here, on film.”

			Mar­na­gan winced his freck­led square of face. “It’s not proof we need now, Click. Oxy­gen. And then food. And then some way back to Earth.”

			Hath­away went on say­ing his thoughts: “This is Gun­ther’s work. He’s here some­where, prob­a­bly laugh­ing his guts out at the job he did us. Oh, God, this would make great news-re­lease stuff if we ev­er get back to Earth. I.P.’s Irish Mar­na­gan, tem­po­rar­ily in­dis­posed by a pi­rate whose dirty face has nev­er been seen, Gun­ther by name, fi­nal­ly wins through to a tri­umphant fin­ish. Pho­tographed on the spot, in col­or, by yours tru­ly, Click Hath­away. Cos­mic Films, please no­tice.”

			

			They start­ed walk­ing, fast, over the pocked, rub­bled plain to­ward a bony ridge of met­al. They kept their eyes wide and awake. There wasn’t much to see, but it was bet­ter than stand­ing still, wait­ing.

			Mar­na­gan said, “We’re work­ing on mar­gin, and we got noth­in’ to sweat with ex­cept your sus­pi­cions about this not be­ing an ac­ci­dent. We got fifty min­utes to prove you’re right. Af­ter that—right or wrong—you’ll be Cos­mic Films’ pret­ti­est un­mov­ing, un­breath­in’ ge­nius. But talk all you like, Click. It’s times like this when we all need words, any words, on our tongues. You got your cam­era and your scoop. Talk about it. As for me—” he twist­ed his glossy red face. “Keep­ing alive is me hob­by. And this sort of two-bit death I did not or­der.”

			Click nod­ded. “Gun­ther knows how you’d hate dy­ing this way, Irish. It’s irony clean through. That’s prob­a­bly why he planned the me­te­or and the crash this way.”

			Mar­na­gan said noth­ing, but his thick lips went down at the cor­ners, far down, and the green eyes blazed.

			They stopped, to­geth­er.

			“Oops!” Click said.

			“Hey!” Mar­na­gan blinked. “Did you feel that?”

			Hath­away’s body felt feath­ery, light as a whis­per, bone­less and limb­less, sud­den­ly. “Irish! We lost weight, com­ing over that ridge!”

			They ran back. “Let’s try it again.”

			They tried it. They scowled at each oth­er. The same thing hap­pened. “Grav­i­ty should not act this way, Click.”

			“Are you telling me? It’s man-made. Bet­ter than that—it’s Gun­ther! No won­der we fell so fast—we were dragged down by a su­per-grav­i­ty set­up! Gun­ther’d do any­thing to—did I say any­thing?”

			Hath­away leaped back­ward in re­ac­tion. His eyes widened and his hand came up, jab­bing. Over a hill-ridge swarmed a brew of un­be­liev­able hor­rors. Prog­e­ny from Franken­stein’s Ark. Im­mense crim­son beasts with nu­mer­ous legs and gnash­ing mandibles, brown-black crea­tures, some tubu­lar and fat, oth­ers like thin white poi­sonous whips slash­ing along in the air. Fangs caught starlight white on them.

			Hath­away yelled and ran, Mar­na­gan at his heels, lum­ber­ing. Sweat broke cold on his body. The im­mense things rolled, slith­ered and squirmed af­ter him. A blast of light. Mar­na­gan, fir­ing his pro­ton-gun. Then, in Click’s ears, the Irish­man’s in­cred­u­lous bel­low. The gun didn’t hurt the crea­tures at all.

			“Irish!” Hath­away flung him­self over the ridge, slid down an in­cline to­ward the mouth a small cave. “This way, fel­la!”

			Hath­away made it first, Mar­na­gan bel­low­ing just be­hind him. “They’re too big; they can’t get us in here!” Click’s voice gasped it out, as Mar­na­gan squeezed his two-hun­dred-fifty pounds be­side him. In­stinc­tive­ly, Hath­away added, “As­ter­oid mon­sters! My cam­era! What a scene!”

			“Damn your damn cam­era!” yelled Mar­na­gan. “They might come in!”

			“Use your gun.”

			“They got im­per­vi­ous hides. No use. Gahh! And that was a pret­ty chase, eh, Click?”

			“Yeah. Sure. You en­joyed it, ev­ery mo­ment of it.”

			“I did that.” Irish grinned, show­ing white un­even teeth. “Now, what will we be do­ing with these un­in­vit­ed guests at our door?”

			“Let me think—”

			“Lots of time, lit­tle man. Forty more min­utes of air, to be ex­act.”

			

			They sat, star­ing at the mon­sters for about a minute. Hath­away felt fun­ny about some­thing; didn’t know what. Some­thing about these mon­sters and Gun­ther and—

			“Which one will you be hav­ing?” asked Irish, ca­su­al­ly. “A red one or a blue one?”

			Hath­away laughed ner­vous­ly. “A pink one with yel­low ruf­fles—Good God, now you’ve got me do­ing it. Jok­ing in the face of death.”

			“Me fa­ther taught me; keep laugh­ing and you’ll have Irish luck.”

			That didn’t please the pho­tog­ra­pher. “I’m an An­glo-Swede,” he point­ed out.

			Mar­na­gan shift­ed un­easi­ly. “Here, now. You’re do­ing noth­ing but sit­ting, look­ing like a lit­tle boy locked in a bed­room clos­et, so take me a pro­file shot of the beast­ies and my­self.”

			Hath­away pet­ted his cam­era re­luc­tant­ly. “What in hell’s the use? All this swell film shot. No­body’ll ev­er see it.”

			“Then,” re­tort­ed Mar­na­gan, “we’ll de­vel­op it for our own ben­e­fit; while wait­in’ for the U.S. Cav­al­ry to come rid­ing over the hill to our res­cue!”

			Hath­away snort­ed. “U.S. Cav­al­ry.”

			Mar­na­gan raised his pro­ton-gun dra­mat­i­cal­ly. “Snap me this pose,” he said. “I paid your salary to trot along, pho­tograph­ing, we hoped, my cap­ture of Gun­ther, now the least you can do is record peace ne­go­ti­a­tions be­twixt me and these pix­ies.”

			Mar­na­gan wasn’t fool­ing any­body. Hath­away knew the su­per­fi­cial palaver for noth­ing but a cov­er­ing over the fast, fu­ri­ous think­ing run­ning around in that red-cropped skull. Hath­away played the palaver, too, but his mind was whirring faster than his cam­era as he spun a pic­ture of Mar­na­gan stand­ing there with a use­less gun point­ed at the an­i­mals.

			Mon­tage. Mar­na­gan sit­ting, chat­ting at the mon­sters. Mar­na­gan smil­ing for the cam­era. Mar­na­gan in pro­file. Mar­na­gan look­ing grim, with­out much ef­fort, for the cam­era. And then, a close­up of the thrash­ing death wall that holed them in. Click took them all, those shots, not say­ing any­thing. No­body fooled no­body with this act. Death was near and they had sweaty faces, dry mouths and frozen guts.

			When Click fin­ished film­ing, Irish sat down to save oxy­gen, and used it up ar­gu­ing about Gun­ther. Click came back at him:

			“Gun­ther drew us down here, sure as Ceres! That grav­i­ty change we felt back on that ridge, Irish; that proves it. Gun­ther’s short on men. So, what’s he do; he builds an as­ter­oid-base, and drags ships down. Space war isn’t per­fect yet, guns don’t prime true in space, tra­jec­to­ry is lousy over long dis­tances. So what’s the best weapon, which dis­pens­es with los­ing valu­able, rare ships and a small bunch of men? Su­per-grav­i­ty and a cou­ple of well-tossed me­te­ors. Saves all around. It’s a good front, this damned iron peb­ble. From it, Gun­ther strikes un­seen; ships sim­ply crash, that’s all. A sub­tle hand, with all aces.”

			Mar­na­gan rum­bled. “Where is the dirty son, then!”

			“He didn’t have to ap­pear, Irish. He sent—them.” Hath­away nod­ded at the beasts. “Peo­ple crash­ing here die from air-lack, no food, or from wounds caused at the crack­up. If they sur­vive all that—the an­i­mals tend to them. It all looks like Na­ture was re­spon­si­ble. See how sub­tle his at­tack is? Looks like ac­ci­den­tal death in­stead of mur­der, if the Pa­trol hap­pens to land and finds us. No rea­son for un­due in­ves­ti­ga­tion, then.”

			“I don’t see no Base around.”

			

			Click shrugged. “Still doubt it? Okay. Look.” He tapped his cam­era and a spool popped out on­to his gloved palm. Hold­ing it up, he stripped it out to its full twen­ty inch length, held it to the light while it de­vel­oped, smil­ing. It was one of his best in­ven­tions. Self-de­vel­op­ing film. The first light struck film-sur­face, de­stroyed one chem­i­cal, leav­ing im­prints; the sec­ond ex­po­sure sim­ply hard­ened, se­cured the im­pres­sions. Quick stuff.

			In­sert­ing the film-tongue in­to a mi­cro-view­er in the cam­era’s base, Click hand­ed the whole thing over. “Look.”

			Mar­na­gan put the view­er up against the hel­met glass, squint­ed. “Ah, Click. Now, now. This is one lousy film you in­vent­ed.”

			“Huh?”

			“It’s a strange process’ll de­vel­op my pic­ture and ig­nore the as­ter­oid mon­sters com­plete.”

			“What!”

			Hath­away grabbed the cam­era, gasped, squint­ed, and gasped again: Pic­tures in mon­tage; Mar­na­gan sit­ting down, chat­ting con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly with noth­ing; Mar­na­gan shoot­ing his gun at noth­ing; Mar­na­gan pre­tend­ing to be hap­py in front of noth­ing.

			Then, close­up—of—noth­ing!

			The mon­sters had failed to im­age the film. Mar­na­gan was there, his hair like a red ban­ner, his freck­led face with the blue eyes bright in it. Maybe—

			Hath­away said it, loud: “Irish! Irish! I think I see a way out of this mess! Here—”

			He elu­ci­dat­ed it over and over again to the Pa­trol­man. About the film, the beasts, and how the film couldn’t be wrong. If the film said the mon­sters weren’t there, they weren’t there.

			“Yeah,” said Mar­na­gan. “But step out­side this cave—”

			“If my the­o­ry is cor­rect I’ll do it, un­afraid,” said Click.

			Mar­na­gan scowled. “You sure them beasts don’t ra­di­ate ul­tra­vi­o­let or in­frared or some­thing that won’t come out on film?”

			“Nuts! Any col­or we see, the cam­era sees. We’ve been fooled.”

			“Hey, where you go­ing?” Mar­na­gan blocked Hath­away as the small­er man tried push­ing past him.

			“Get out of the way,” said Hath­away.

			Mar­na­gan put his big fists on his hips. “If any­one is go­ing any­where, it’ll be me does the go­ing.”

			“I can’t let you do that, Irish.”

			“Why not?”

			“You’d be go­ing on my say-so.”

			“Ain’t your say-so good enough for me?”

			“Yes. Sure. Of course. I guess—”

			“If you say them an­i­mals ain’t there, that’s all I need. Now, stand aside, you film-de­vel­op­ing flea, and let an Irish­man set­tle their bones.” He took an un­nec­es­sary hitch in trousers that didn’t ex­ist ex­cept un­der an inch of por­ous met­al plate. “Your ex­press pur­pose on this voy­age, Hath­away, is tak­ing films to be used by the Pa­trol lat­er for teach­ing Ju­nior Pa­trol­men how to act in tough spots. First­hand ed­u­ca­tion. Poke an­oth­er spool of film in that con­trap­tion and give me pro­file a scan. This is les­son num­ber sev­en: Daniel Walks In­to The Li­on’s Den.”

			“Irish, I—”

			“Shut up and load up.”

			Hath­away ner­vous­ly load­ed the film-slot, raised it.

			“Ready, Click?”

			“I—I guess so,” said Hath­away. “And re­mem­ber, think it hard, Irish. Think it hard. There aren’t any an­i­mals—”

			“Keep me in fo­cus, lad.”

			“All the way, Irish.”

			“What do they say … ? Oh, yeah. Ac­tion. Lights. Cam­era!”

			Mar­na­gan held his gun out in front of him and still smil­ing took one, two, three, four steps out in­to the out­side world. The mon­sters were wait­ing for him at the fifth step. Mar­na­gan kept walk­ing.

			Right out in­to the mid­dle of them. …

			

			That was the sweet­est shot Hath­away ev­er took. Mar­na­gan and the mon­sters!

			On­ly now it was on­ly Mar­na­gan.

			No more mon­sters.

			Mar­na­gan smiled a smile broad­er than his shoul­ders. “Hey, Click, look at me! I’m in one piece. Why, hell, the damned things turned tail and ran away!”

			“Ran, hell!” cried Hath­away, rush­ing out, his face flushed and an­i­mat­ed. “They just plain van­ished. They were on­ly imag­i­na­tive fig­ments!”

			“And to think we let them hole us in that way, Click Hath­away, you cow­ard!”

			“Smile when you say that, Irish.”

			“Sure, and ain’t I al­ways smilin’? Ah, Click boy, are them tears in your sweet grey eyes?”

			“Damn,” swore the pho­tog­ra­pher, em­bar­rass­ed­ly. “Why don’t they put win­dow-wipers in these hel­mets?”

			“I’ll take it up with the Board, lad.”

			“For­get it. I was so blamed glad to see your home­ly car­cass in one hunk, I couldn’t help—Look, now, about Gun­ther. Those an­i­mals are part of his set­up. Ex­plor­ers who land here in­ad­ver­tent­ly, are chased back in­to their ships, forced to take off. Tourists and the like. Noth­ing sus­pi­cious about an­i­mals. And if the tourists don’t leave, the an­i­mals kill them.”

			“Shaw, now. Those an­i­mals can’t kill.”

			“Think not, Mr. Mar­na­gan? As long as we be­lieved in them they could have fright­ened us to death, forced us, maybe, to com­mit sui­cide. If that isn’t be­ing dan­ger­ous—”

			The Irish­man whis­tled.

			“But, we’ve got to move, Irish. We’ve got twen­ty min­utes of oxy­gen. In that time we’ve got to trace those mon­sters to their source, Gun­ther’s Base, fight our way in, and get fresh oxy-can­nis­ters.” Click at­tached his cam­era to his mid-belt. “Gun­ther prob­a­bly thinks we’re dead by now. Ev­ery­one else’s been fooled by his play­mates; they nev­er had a chance to dis­be­lieve them.”

			“If it hadn’t been for you tak­ing them pic­tures, Click—”

			“Cou­pled with your damned stub­born at­ti­tude about the ac­ci­dent—” Click stopped and felt his in­sides turn­ing to wa­ter. He shook his head and felt a film slip down over his eyes. He spread his legs out to steady him­self, and swayed. “I—I don’t think my oxy­gen is as full as yours. This ex­cite­ment had me dou­ble-breath­ing and I feel sick.”

			Mar­na­gan’s home­ly face gri­maced in sym­pa­thy. “Hold tight, Click. The guy that in­vent­ed these fish­bowls didn’t pro­vide for a sick stom­ach.”

			“Hold tight, hell, let’s move. We’ve got to find where those an­i­mals came from! And the on­ly way to do that is to get the an­i­mals to come back!”

			“Come back? How?”

			“They’re wait­ing, just out­side the au­ra of our thoughts, and if we be­lieve in them again, they’ll re­turn.”

			Mar­na­gan didn’t like it. “Won’t—won’t they kill us—if they come—if we be­lieve in ’em?”

			Hath­away shook a head that was tons heavy and weary. “Not if we be­lieve in them to a cer­tain point. Psy­cho­log­i­cal­ly they can both be seen and felt. We on­ly want to see them com­ing at us again.”

			“Do we, now?”

			“With twen­ty min­utes left, maybe less—”

			“All right, Click, let’s bring ’em back. How do we do it?”

			Hath­away fought against the mist in his eyes. “Just think—I will see the mon­sters again. I will see them again and I will not feel them. Think it over and over.”

			Mar­na­gan’s hulk stirred un­easi­ly. “And—what if I for­get to re­mem­ber all that? What if I get ex­cit­ed … ?”

			Hath­away didn’t an­swer. But his eyes told the sto­ry by just look­ing at Irish.

			Mar­na­gan cursed. “All right, lad. Let’s have at it!”

			The mon­sters re­turned.

			

			A sound­less del­uge of them, pour­ing over the rub­bled hori­zon, swarm­ing in malev­o­lent an­tic­i­pa­tion about the two men.

			“This way, Irish. They come from this way! There’s a fo­cal point, a send­ing sta­tion for these tele­path­ic brutes. Come on!”

			Hath­away sludged in­to the press­ing tide of col­or, mouths, con­tort­ed faces, sil­very fat bod­ies mist­ing as he plowed through them.

			Mar­na­gan was mak­ing good progress ahead of Hath­away. But he stopped and raised his gun and made quick moves with it. “Click! This one here! It’s re­al!” He fell back and some­thing struck him down. His im­mense frame slammed against rock, noise­less­ly.

			Hath­away dart­ed for­ward, flung his body over Mar­na­gan’s, cov­ered the hel­met glass with his hands, shout­ing:

			“Mar­na­gan! Get a grip, dammit! It’s not re­al—don’t let it force in­to your mind! It’s not re­al, I tell you!”

			“Click—” Mar­na­gan’s face was a bit­ter, tor­tured move­ment be­hind glass. “Click—” He was fight­ing hard. “I—I—sure now. Sure—” He smiled. “It—it’s on­ly a shan­ty fake!”

			“Keep say­ing it, Irish. Keep it up.”

			Mar­na­gan’s thick lips opened. “It’s on­ly a fake,” he said. And then, ir­ri­tat­ed, “Get the hell off me, Hath­away. Let me up to my feet!”

			Hath­away got up, shak­i­ly. The air in his hel­met smelled stale, and lit­tle bub­bles danced in his eyes. “Irish, you for­get the mon­sters. Let me han­dle them, I know how. They might fool you again, you might for­get.”

			Mar­na­gan showed his teeth. “Gah! Let a flea have all the fun? And be­sides, Click, I like to look at them. They’re pret­ty.”

			The out­pour of an­i­mals came from a low ly­ing mound a mile far­ther on. Ev­i­dent­ly the tele­path­ic source lay there. They ap­proached it war­i­ly.

			“We’ll be tak­ing our chances on guard,” hissed Irish. “I’ll go ahead, draw their at­ten­tion, maybe get cap­tured. Then, you show up with your gun. …”

			“I haven’t got one.”

			“We’ll chance it, then. You stick here un­til I see what’s ahead. They prob­a­bly got scan­ners out. Let them see me—”

			And be­fore Hath­away could ob­ject, Mar­na­gan walked off. He walked about five hun­dred yards, bent down, ap­plied his fin­gers to some­thing, heaved up, and there was a door open­ing in the rock.

			His voice came back across the dis­tance, in­to Click’s ear­phones. “A door, an air­lock, Click. A tun­nel lead­ing down in­side!”

			Then, Mar­na­gan dropped in­to the tun­nel, dis­ap­pear­ing. Click heard the thud of his feet hit­ting the met­al floor­ing.

			Click sucked in his breath, hard and fast.

			“All right, put ’em up!” a new harsh voice cried over a dif­fer­ent ra­dio. One of Gun­ther’s guards.

			Three shots siz­zled out, and Mar­na­gan bel­lowed.

			The strange harsh voice said, “That’s bet­ter. Don’t try and pick that gun up now. Oh, so it’s you. I thought Gun­ther had fin­ished you off. How’d you get past the an­i­mals?”

			Click start­ed run­ning. He switched off his send­ing au­dio, kept his re­ceiv­ing on. Mar­na­gan, weapon­less. One guard. Click gasped. Things were get­ting dark. Had to have air. Air. Air. He ran and kept run­ning and lis­ten­ing to Mar­na­gan’s ly­ing voice:

			“I tied them pink ele­phants of Gun­ther’s in neat al­pha­bet­i­cal bun­dles and stacked them up to dry, ya louse!” Mar­na­gan said. “But, damn you, they killed my part­ner be­fore he had a chance!”

			The guard laughed.

			

			The air­lock door was still wide open when Click reached it, his head swim­ming dark­ly, his lungs crammed with pain-fire and hell-rock­ets. He let him­self down in, qui­et and soft. He didn’t have a weapon. He didn’t have a weapon. Oh, damn, damn!

			A tun­nel curved, end­ing in light, and two men sil­hou­et­ted in that yel­low glare. Mar­na­gan, backed against a wall, his hel­met cracked, air hiss­ing slow­ly out of it, his face turn­ing blue. And the guard, a pro­ton gun ex­tend­ed stiffly be­fore him, al­so in a vac-suit. The guard had his pro­file to­ward Hath­away, his lips twist­ing: “I think I’ll let you stand right there and die,” he said qui­et­ly. “That what Gun­ther want­ed, any­way. A nice sor­did death.”

			Hath­away took three strides, his hands out in front of him.

			“Don’t move!” he snapped. “I’ve got a weapon stronger than yours. One twitch and I’ll blast you and the whole damned wall out from be­hind you! Freeze!”

			The guard whirled. He widened his sharp eyes, and re­luc­tant­ly, dropped his gun to the floor.

			“Get his gun, Irish.”

			Mar­na­gan made as if to move, crum­pled clum­si­ly for­ward.

			Hath­away ran in, snatched up the gun, smirked at the guard. “Thanks for pos­ing,” he said. “That shot will go down in film his­to­ry for can­did act­ing.”

			“What!”

			“Ah: ah! Keep your place. I’ve got a re­al gun now. Where’s the door lead­ing in­to the Base?”

			The guard moved his head sul­len­ly over his left shoul­der.

			Click was afraid he would show his weak dizzi­ness. He need­ed air. “Okay. Drag Mar­na­gan with you, open the door and we’ll have air. Dou­ble time! Dou­ble!”

			Ten min­utes lat­er, Mar­na­gan and Hath­away, fresh tanks of oxy­gen on their backs, Mar­na­gan in a fresh bul­ger and hel­met, trussed the guard, hid him in a huge trash re­cep­ta­cle. “Where he be­longs,” ob­served Irish terse­ly.

			They found them­selves in a com­plete in­ner world; an as­ter­oid noth­ing more than a hon­ey­comb fortress slid­ing through the void un­chal­lenged. Per­fect front for a raider who had lit­tle equip­ment and was short-hand­ed of men. Gun­ther sim­ply wait­ed for spe­cif­ic car­go ships to rock­et by, pulled them or knocked them down and swarmed over them for car­go. The an­i­mals served sim­ply to in­sure against sus­pi­cion and the swarms of tourists that filled the void these days. Small fry weren’t want­ed. They were scared off.

			The tele­path­ic send­ing sta­tion for the an­i­mals was a great bank of in­tri­cate, glit­ter­ing ma­chine, through which strips of col­ored film with im­ages slid in­to slots and ma­chine mouths that trans­lat­ed them in­to thought-em­a­na­tions. A damned neat piece of ge­nius.

			“So here we are, still not much bet­ter off than we were,” growled Irish. “We haven’t a ship or a space-ra­dio, and more guards’ll turn up any mo­ment. You think we could re­fo­cus this doohingey, project the mon­sters in­side the as­ter­oid to fool the pi­rates them­selves?”

			“What good would that do?” Hath­away gnawed his lip. “They wouldn’t fool the en­gi­neers who cre­at­ed them, you nut.”

			Mar­na­gan ex­haled dis­gust­ed­ly. “Ah, if on­ly the U.S. Cav­al­ry would come rid­ing over the hill—”

			

			“Irish!” Hath­away snapped that, his face light­ing up. “Irish. The U.S. Cav­al­ry it is!” His eyes dart­ed over the ma­chines. “Here. Help me. We’ll stage ev­ery­thing on the most colos­sal raid of the cen­tu­ry.”

			Mar­na­gan winced. “You breath­ing oxy­gen or whiskey?”

			“There’s on­ly one stip­u­la­tion I make, Irish. I want a com­plete pic­ture of Mar­na­gan cap­tur­ing Raider’s Base. I want a pic­ture of Gun­ther’s face when you do it. Snap it, now, we’ve got rush work to do. How good an ac­tor are you?”

			“That’s a sil­ly ques­tion.”

			“You on­ly have to do three things. Walk with your gun out in front of you, fir­ing. That’s num­ber one. Num­ber two is to clutch at your heart and fall down dead. Num­ber three is to clutch at your side, fall down and twitch on the ground. Is that clear?”

			“Clear as the Coal Sack Neb­u­la. …”

			An hour lat­er Hath­away trudged down a pas­sage­way that led out in­to a sort of city street in­side the as­ter­oid. There were about six streets, lined with cube hous­es in yel­low met­al, end­ing near Hath­away in a wide, green-lawned Plaza.

			Hath­away, weapon­less, idly car­ry­ing his cam­era in one hand, walked across the Plaza as if he owned it. He was head­ing for a build­ing that was pre­ten­tious enough to be Gun­ther’s quar­ters.

			He got half­way there when he felt a gun in his back.

			He didn’t re­sist. They took him straight ahead to his des­ti­na­tion and pushed him in­to a room where Gun­ther sat.

			Hath­away looked at him. “So you’re Gun­ther?” he said, calm­ly. The pi­rate was in­cred­i­bly old, his bulging fore­head stood out over sunken, ques­tion­ing­ly dark eyes, and his scrawny body was lost in folds of met­al-link cloth. He glanced up from a pa­per-file, sur­prised. Be­fore he could speak, Hath­away said:

			“Ev­ery­thing’s over with, Mr. Gun­ther. The Pa­trol is in the city now and we’re cap­tur­ing your Base. Don’t try to fight. We’ve a thou­sand men against your eighty-five.”

			Gun­ther sat there, blink­ing at Hath­away, not mov­ing. His thin hands twitched in his lap. “You are bluff­ing,” he said, fi­nal­ly, with a firm di­rect­ness. “A ship hasn’t land­ed here for an hour. Your ship was the last. Two peo­ple were on it. The last I saw of them they were be­ing pur­sued to the death by the Beasts. One of you es­caped, it seemed.”

			“Both. The oth­er guy went af­ter the Pa­trol.”

			“Im­pos­si­ble!”

			“I can’t re­spect your opin­ion, Mr. Gun­ther.”

			A shout­ing rose from the Plaza. About fifty of Gun­ther’s men, loung­ing on carved bench­es dur­ing their time-off, stirred to their feet and start­ed yelling. Gun­ther turned slow­ly to the huge win­dow in one side of his of­fice. He stared, hard.

			The Pa­trol was com­ing!

			Across the Plaza, march­ing qui­et­ly and de­ci­sive­ly, came the Pa­trol. Five hun­dred Pa­trol­men in one long, in­cred­i­ble line, car­ry­ing paral­y­sis guns with them in their tight hands.

			Gun­ther bab­bled like a child, his voice a shrill dag­ger in the air. “Get out there, you men! Throw them back! We’re out­num­bered!”

			Guns flared. But the Pa­trol came on. Gun­ther’s men didn’t run, Hath­away had to cred­it them on that. They took it, stand­ing.

			Hath­away chuck­led in­side, deep. What a sweet, sweet shot this was. His cam­era whirred, clicked and whirred again. No­body stopped him from film­ing it. Ev­ery­thing was too wild, hot and an­gry. Gun­ther was throw­ing a fit, still seat­ed at his desk, un­able to move be­cause of his frag­ile, bony legs and their at­ro­phied state.

			Some of the Pa­trol were killed. Hath­away chuck­led again as he saw three of the Pa­trol­men clutch at their hearts, crum­ple, lie on the ground and twitch. God, what pho­tog­ra­phy!

			Gun­ther raged, and swept a small pis­tol from his linked corse­let. He fired wild­ly un­til Hath­away hit him over the head with a pa­per­weight. Then Hath­away took a pic­ture of Gun­ther slumped at his desk, the chaos tak­ing place im­me­di­ate­ly out­side his win­dow.

			The pi­rates broke and fled, those that were left. A mere hand­ful. And out of the chaos came Mar­na­gan’s voice, “Here!”

			

			One of the Pa­trol­men stopped fir­ing, and ran to­ward Click and the Build­ing. He got in­side. “Did you see them run, Click boy? What an idea. How did we do?”

			“Fine, Irish. Fine!”

			“So here’s Gun­ther, the spalpeen! Gun­ther, the lit­tle dried up pi­rate, eh?” Mar­na­gan whacked Hath­away on the back. “I’ll have to hand it to you, this is the best plan o’ bat­tle ev­er laid out. And proud I was to fight with such splen­did men as these—” He ges­tured to­ward the Plaza.

			Click laughed with him. “You should be proud. Five hun­dred Pa­trol­men with hair like red ban­ners fly­ing, with thick Irish brogues and broad shoul­ders and freck­les and blue eyes and a body as tall as your sto­ries!”

			Mar­na­gan roared. “I al­ways said, I said—if ev­er there could be an army of Mar­na­gans, we could lick the whole damn un­ee­v­erse! Did you pho­to­graph it, Click?”

			“I did.” Hath­away tapped his cam­era hap­pi­ly.

			“Ah, then, won’t that be a scoop for you, boy? Mon­ey from the Pa­trol so they can use the film as in­struc­tion in Class­es and mon­ey from Cos­mic Films for the news­reel head­lines! And what a scene, and what act­ing! Five hun­dred du­pli­cates of Steve Mar­na­gan, broad­cast tele­path­i­cal­ly in­to the minds of the pi­rates, walk­ing across a Plaza, cap­tur­ing the whole she­bang! How did you like my death-scenes?”

			“You’re a ham. And any­way—five hun­dred du­pli­cates, noth­ing!” said Click. He ripped the film-spool from the cam­era, spread it in the air to de­vel­op, in­sert­ed it in the mi­cro-view­er. “Have a look—”

			Mar­na­gan looked. “Ah, now. Ah, now,” he said over and over. “There’s the Plaza, and there’s Gun­ther’s men fight­ing and then they’re turn­ing and run­ning. And what are they run­ning from? One man! Me. Irish Mar­na­gan! Walk­ing all by my­self across the lawn, par­a­lyz­ing them. One against a hun­dred, and the cow­ards run­ning from me!

			“Sure, Click, this is bet­ter than I thought. I for­got that the film wouldn’t reg­is­ter tele­path­ic em­a­na­tions, them oth­er Mar­na­gans. It makes it look like I’m a mighty brave man, does it not? It does. Ah, look—look at me, Hath­away, I’m en­joy­ing ev­ery minute of it, I am.”

			

			Hath­away swat­ted him on his back­side. “Look here, you ego­cen­tric son of Erin, there’s more work to be done. More pi­rates to be cap­tured. The Pa­trol is still march­ing around and some­one might be sus­pi­cious if they looked too close and saw all that red hair.”

			“All right, Click, we’ll clean up the rest of them now. We’re a com­bi­na­tion, we two, we are. I take it all back about your pic­tures, Click, if you hadn’t thought of tak­ing pic­tures of me and in­sert­ing it in­to those telepath ma­chines we’d be dead ducks now. Well—here I go. …”

			Hath­away stopped him. “Hold it. Un­til I load my cam­era again.”

			Irish grinned. “Hur­ry it up. Here come three guards. They’re un­armed. I think I’ll han­dle them with me fists for a change. The gen­tle art of up­per­cuts. Are you ready, Hath­away?”

			“Ready.”

			Mar­na­gan lift­ed his big ham-fists.

			The cam­era whirred. Hath­away chuck­led, to him­self.

			What a sweet fade-out this was!

		
	
		
			Morgue Ship

			He heard the star-port grind open, and the move­ment of the met­al claws grop­ing in­to space, and then the star-port closed.

			There was an­oth­er dead man aboard the Con­stel­la­tion.

			Sam Bur­nett shook his long head, try­ing to think clear­ly. Pal­lid and qui­et, three bod­ies lay on the cold trans­par­ent ta­bles around him; ma­chines stirred, re­volved, hummed. He didn’t see them. He didn’t see any­thing but a red haze over his mind. It blot­ted out the far wall of the lab­o­ra­to­ry where the shelves went up and down, num­bered in scar­let, keep­ing the bod­ies of sol­diers from all fur­ther harm.

			Bur­nett didn’t move. He stood there in his rum­pled white sur­gi­cal gown, star­ing at his fin­gers gloved in bone-white rub­ber; feel­ing all tight and wild in­side him­self. It went on for days. Mov­ing the ship. Open­ing the star-port. Ex­tend­ing the re­triev­er claw. Pluck­ing some poor war­rior’s body out of the void.

			He didn’t like it any more. Ten years is too long to go back and forth from Earth to nowhere. You came out emp­ty and you went back full-car­goed with a lot of war­riors who didn’t laugh or talk or smoke, who just lay on their shelves, all one hun­dred of them, wait­ing for a de­cent buri­al.

			“Num­ber nine­ty-eight.” Com­ing mat­ter of fact and slow, Rice’s voice from the ceil­ing ra­dio hit Bur­nett.

			“Num­ber nine­ty-eight,” Bur­nett re­peat­ed. “Work­ing on nine­ty-five, nine­ty-six and nine­ty-sev­en now. Blood-pumps, preser­va­tive, slight surgery.” Off a mil­lion miles away his voice was talk­ing. It sound­ed deep. It didn’t be­long to him any­more.

			Rice said:

			“Boy­oh­body! Two more pick­ups and back to New York. Me for a ten-day drunk!”

			Bur­nett peeled the gloves off his huge, red, soft hands, slapped them in­to a floor in­cin­er­a­tor mouth. Back to Earth. Then spin around and shoot right out again in the trail of the war-rock­ets that blast­ed one an­oth­er in ga­lac­tic fury, to si­dle up be­hind gut­ted wrecks of ships, sal­vaging any bod­ies still in­tact af­ter the con­flict.

			Two men. Rice and him­self. Shar­ing a cozy morgue ship with a hun­dred oth­er men who had for­got­ten, quite sud­den­ly, how­ev­er, to talk again.

			Ten years of it. Ev­ery hour of those ten years eat­ing like mag­gots in­side, work­ing out to the sur­face of Bur­nett’s face, work­ing un­der the husk of his starved eyes and starved limbs. Starved for life. Starved for ac­tion.

			This would be his last trip, or he’d know the rea­son why!

			“Sam!”

			Bur­nett jerked. Rice’s voice clipped through the drainage-preser­va­tive lab, bound­ed against glas­site re­torts, echoed from the re­frig­er­a­tor shelves. Bur­nett stared at the tabled bod­ies as if they would leap to life, even while preser­va­tive was be­ing pumped in­to their veins.

			“Sam! On the dou­ble! Up the rungs!”

			Bur­nett closed his eyes and said a cou­ple of words, firm­ly. Noth­ing was worth run­ning for any more. An­oth­er body. There had been one hun­dred thou­sand bod­ies pre­ced­ing it. Noth­ing un­usu­al about a body with blood cool­ing in it.

			

			Shak­ing his head, he walked un­steadi­ly to­ward the rungs that gleamed up in­to the air­lock, con­trol-room sec­tor of the rock­et. He climbed with­out mak­ing any noise on the rungs.

			He kept think­ing the one thing he couldn’t for­get.

			
				You nev­er catch up with the war.
			

			All the col­or is ahead of you. The drive of or­ange rock­et traces across stars, the wham­ming of steel-nosed bombs in­to elu­sive tar­gets, the ti­tan­ic ex­plo­sions and breath­less pur­suits, the flags and the ex­cit­ed glo­ry are al­ways a mil­lion miles ahead.

			He bit his teeth to­geth­er.

			
				You nev­er catch up with the war.
			

			You come along when space has set­tled back, when the vac­u­um has stopped trem­bling from un­leashed forces be­tween worlds. You come along in the dark qui­et of death to find the wreck­age plung­ing with all the fury of its orig­i­nal ac­cel­er­a­tion in no par­tic­u­lar di­rec­tion. You can on­ly see it; you don’t hear any­thing in space but your own heart kick­ing your ribs.

			You see bod­ies, each in its own ter­rif­ic or­bit, giv­en im­pe­tus by grind­ing col­li­sions, tossed from moth­er ships and danc­ing head over feet for­ev­er and for­ev­er with no goal. Bits of flesh in rup­tured space suits, mouths open for air that had nev­er been there in a hun­dred bil­lion cen­turies. And they kept danc­ing with­out mu­sic un­til you ex­tend­ed the re­triev­er-claw and culled them in­to the air­lock.

			That was all the war-glo­ry he got. Noth­ing but the stunned, shiv­er­ing si­lence, the mem­o­ry of rock­ets long gone, and the shelves fill­ing up all too quick­ly with men who had once loved laugh­ing.

			You won­dered who all the men were; and who the next ones would be. Af­ter ten years you made your­self blind to them. You went around do­ing your job with me­chan­i­cal hands.

			But even a ma­chine breaks down. …

			

			“Sam!” Rice turned swift­ly as Bur­nett dragged him­self up the lad­der. Red and warm, Rice’s face hov­ered over the body of a sprawled en­e­my of­fi­cial. “Take a look at this!”

			Bur­nett caught his breath. His eyes nar­rowed. There was some­thing wrong with the body; his ex­pe­ri­enced glance knew that. He didn’t know what it was.

			Maybe it was be­cause the body looked a lit­tle too dead.

			Bur­nett didn’t say any­thing, but he climbed the rest of the way, stood qui­et­ly in the grey-met­al air­lock. The en­e­my of­fi­cial was as del­i­cate­ly made as a fine white spi­der. Eye­lids, closed, were faint­ly blue. The hair was thin silken strands of pale gold, waved and pressed close to a veined skull. Where the thin-lipped mouth fell open a clus­ter of nee­dle-tipped teeth glit­tered. The frag­ile body was en­closed com­plete­ly in milk-pale syn­tha-silk, a hol­stered gun at the mid­dle.

			Bur­nett rubbed his jaw. “Well?”

			Rice ex­plod­ed. His eyes were hot in his young, sharp-cut face, hot and black. “Good Lord, Sam, do you know who this is?”

			Bur­nett scowled un­easi­ly and said no.

			“It’s Leth­la!” Rice re­tort­ed.

			Bur­nett said, “Leth­la?” And then: “Oh, yes! Kriere’s ma­jor­do­mo. That right?”

			“Don’t say it calm, Sam. Say it big. Say it big! If Leth­la is here in space, then Kriere’s not far away from him!”

			Bur­nett shrugged. More bod­ies, more peo­ple, more war. What the hell. What the hell. He was tired. Talk about bod­ies and rulers to some­one else.

			Rice grabbed him by the shoul­ders. “Snap out of it, Sam. Think! Kriere—The All-Mighty—in our ter­ri­to­ry. His right hand man dead. That means Kriere was in an ac­ci­dent, too!”

			Sam opened his thin lips and the words fell out all by them­selves. “Look, Rice, you’re new at this game. I’ve been at it ev­er since the Venus-Earth mess start­ed. It’s been see­saw­ing back and forth since the day you played hookey in the tenth grade, and I’ve been in the thick of it. When there’s noth­ing left but seared mem­o­ries, I’ll be prowl­ing through the void pick­ing up war­riors and tak­ing them back to the good green Earth. Gris­ly, yes, but it’s rou­tine.

			“As for Kriere—if he’s any­where around, he’s smart. Ev­ery pre­cau­tion is tak­en to pro­tect that one.”

			“But Leth­la! His body must mean some­thing!”

			“And if it does? Have we got guns aboard this morgue-ship? Are we a bat­tle-cuis­er to go against him?”

			“We’ll ra­dio for help?”

			“Yeah? If there’s a war­ship with­in our ra­dio range, sev­en hun­dred thou­sand miles, we’ll get it. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, the tide of bat­tle has swept out past Earth in a new war con­cern­ing Io. That’s out, Rice.”

			Rice stood about three inch­es be­low Sam Bur­nett’s six-foot-one. Jaw hard and de­ter­mined, he stared at Sam, a fun­ny light in his eyes. His fin­gers twitched all by them­selves at his sides. His mouth twist­ed, “You’re one hell of a pa­tri­ot, Sam Bur­nett!”

			Bur­nett reached out with one long fin­ger, tapped it qui­et­ly on Rice’s bar­rel-chest. “Haul a car­go of corpses for three thou­sand nights and days and see how pa­tri­ot­ic you feel. All those fine mus­cled lads bloat­ed and crushed by space pres­sures and heat-blasts. Fine lads who start out smil­ing and get the smile burned off down to the bone—”

			Bur­nett swal­lowed and didn’t say any­thing more, but he closed his eyes. He stood there, smelling the death-odor in the hot air of the ship, hear­ing the chug-chug-chug of the blood pumps down be­low, and his own heart wait­ing warm and heavy at the base of his throat.

			“This is my last car­go, Rice. I can’t take it any longer. And I don’t care much how I go back to earth. This Venu­sian here—what’s his name? Leth­la. He’s num­ber nine­ty-eight. Shove me in­to shelf nine­ty-nine be­side him and get the hell home. That’s how I feel!”

			Rice was go­ing to say some­thing, but he didn’t have time.

			Leth­la was alive.

			He rose from the floor with slow, easy move­ments, al­most like a dream. He didn’t say any­thing. The heat-blast in his white fin­gers did all the nec­es­sary talk­ing. It didn’t say any­thing ei­ther, but Bur­nett knew what lan­guage it would use if it had to.

			Bur­nett swal­lowed hard. The body had looked fun­ny. Too dead. Now he knew why. In­vol­un­tar­i­ly, Bur­nett moved for­ward. Leth­la moved like a pale spi­der, flick­ing his frag­ile arm to cov­er Bur­nett, the gun in it like a dead cold star.

			Rice sucked in his breath. Bur­nett forced him­self to take it easy. From the cor­ners of his eyes he saw Rice’s ex­pres­sion go deep and tight, bit­ing lines in­to his sharp face.

			Rice got it out, fi­nal­ly. “How’d you do it?” he de­mand­ed, bit­ter­ly. “How’d you live in the void? It’s im­pos­si­ble!”

			A crazy thought came ram­ming down and ex­plod­ed in Bur­nett’s head. You nev­er catch up with the war!

			But what if the war catch­es up with you?

			What in hell would Leth­la be want­ing aboard a morgue ship?

			

			Leth­la half-crouched in the midst of the smell of death and the chug­ging of blood-pumps be­low. In the si­lence he reached up with quick fin­gers, tapped a tiny crys­tal stud up­on the back of his head, and the halves of a mi­cro­scop­i­cal­ly thin chrysalis part­ed trans­par­ent­ly off of his face. He shucked it off, trail­ing air-ten­drils that had been in­sert­ed, hid­den in the uni­form, end­ing in thin glob­ules of oxy­gen.

			He spoke. Tri­umph warmed his crys­tal-thin voice. “That’s how I did it, Earth­man.”

			“Glas­site!” said Rice. “A face-mould­ed mask of glas­site!”

			Leth­la nod­ded. His milk-blue eyes di­lat­ed. “Very mar­velous­ly pared to an un­break­able thick­ness of one-thir­ti­eth of an inch; worn on­ly on the head. You have to look quick­ly to no­tice it, and, un­for­tu­nate­ly, viewed as you saw it, out­side the ship, float­ing in the void, not dis­cernible at all.”

			Prick­les of sweat ap­peared on Rice’s face. He swore at the Venu­sian and the Venu­sian laughed like some sort of stringed in­stru­ment, high and quick.

			Bur­nett laughed, too. Iron­i­cal­ly. “First time in years a man ev­er came aboard the Con­stel­la­tion alive. It’s a wel­come change.”

			Leth­la showed his nee­dle-like teeth. “I thought it might be. Where’s your ra­dio?”

			“Go find it!” snapped Rice, hot­ly.

			“I will.” One hand, blue-veined, on the lad­der-rungs, Leth­la paused. “I know you’re weapon­less; Pur­ple Cross reg­u­la­tions. And this air­lock is safe. Don’t move.” Whis­per­ing, his naked feet padded white up the lad­der. Two long breaths lat­er some­thing crashed; met­al and glass and coils. The ra­dio.

			Bur­nett put his shoul­der blades against the wall-met­al, look­ing at his feet. When he glanced up, Rice’s fresh, an­i­mat­ed face was spoiled by the new bit­ter­ness in it.

			Leth­la came down. Like a breath of air on the rungs.

			He smiled. “That’s bet­ter. Now. We can talk—”

			Rice said it, slow:

			“In­ter­plan­e­tary law de­clares it straight, Leth­la! Get out! On­ly dead men be­long here.”

			Leth­la’s gun grip tight­ened. “More talk of that na­ture, and on­ly dead men there will be.” He blinked. “But first—we must res­cue Kriere. …”

			“Kriere!” Rice act­ed as if he had been hit in the jaw.

			Bur­nett moved his tongue back and forth on his lips silent­ly, his eyes lid­ded, lis­ten­ing to the two of them as if they were a ra­dio dra­ma. Leth­la’s voice came next:

			“Rather un­for­tu­nate­ly, yes. He’s still alive, head­ing to­ward Venus at an or­bital ve­loc­i­ty of two thou­sand mph, wear­ing one of these air-chrysali. Enough air for two more hours. Our flag ship was at­tacked un­ex­pect­ed­ly yes­ter­day near Mars. We were forced to take to the lifeboats, scat­ter­ing, Kriere and I in one, the oth­ers sac­ri­fic­ing their lives to cov­er our es­cape. We were lucky. We got through the Earth cor­don un­seen. But luck can’t last for­ev­er.

			“We saw your morgue ship an hour ago. It’s a long, long way to Venus. We were run­ning out of fu­el, food, wa­ter. Ra­dio was bro­ken. Cap­ture was cer­tain. You were com­ing our way; we took the chance. We set a small time-bomb to de­stroy the life-rock­et, and cast off, wear­ing our chrysali-hel­mets. It was the first time we had ev­er tried us­ing them to trick any­one. We knew you wouldn’t know we were alive un­til it was too late and we con­trolled your ship. We knew you picked up all bod­ies for brief ex­ams, re­turn­ing alien corpses to space lat­er.”

			Rice’s voice was sullen. “A set­up for you, huh? Trav­el­ing un­der the pro­tec­tion of the Pur­ple Cross you can get your damned All-Mighty safe to Venus.”

			Leth­la bowed slight­ly. “Who would sus­pect a Morgue Rock­et of pro­vid­ing safe hid­ing for pre­cious Venu­sian car­go?”

			“Pre­cious is the word for you, broth­er!” said Rice.

			“Enough!” Leth­la moved his gun sev­er­al inch­es.

			“Ac­cel­er­ate to­ward Venus, mote-de­tec­tors wide open. Kriere must be picked up—now!”

			

			Rice didn’t move. Bur­nett moved first, feel­ing alive for the first time in years. “Sure,” said Sam, smil­ing. “We’ll pick him up.”

			“No tricks,” said Leth­la.

			Bur­nett scowled and smiled to­geth­er. “No tricks. You’ll have Kriere on board the Con­stel­la­tion in half an hour or I’m no coro­ner.”

			“Fol­low me up the lad­der.”

			Leth­la danced up, turned, waved his gun. “Come on.”

			Bur­nett went up, quick. Al­most as if he en­joyed do­ing Leth­la a fa­vor. Rice grum­bled and cursed af­ter him.

			On the way up, Bur­nett thought about it. About Leth­la poised like a white feath­er at the top, hold­ing death in his hand. You nev­er knew whose body would come in through the star-port next. Num­ber nine­ty-eight was Leth­la. Num­ber nine­ty-nine would be Kriere.

			There were two shelves num­bered and emp­ty. They should be filled. And what more prop­er than that Kriere and Leth­la should fill them? But, he chewed his lip, that would need a bit of do­ing. And even then the car­go wouldn’t be full. Still one more body to get; one hun­dred. And you nev­er knew who it would be.

			He came out of the quick thoughts when he looped his long leg over the hole-rim, stepped up, faced Leth­la in a cramped con­trol room that was one glit­ter­ing swirl of sil­ver levers, au­dio-plates and vi­su­als. Chronome­ters, click­ing, told of the steady drop­ping to­ward the sun at a slow pace.

			Bur­nett set his teeth to­geth­er, bone against bone. Help Kriere es­cape? See him safe­ly to Venus, and then be freed? Sound­ed easy, wouldn’t be hard. Venu­sians weren’t blind with mal­ice. Rice and he could come out alive; if they co­op­er­at­ed.

			But there were a lot of war­riors sleep­ing on a lot of num­bered shelves in the dim cor­ri­dors of the long years. And their dead lips were stir­ring to life in Bur­nett’s ears. Not so eas­i­ly could they be ig­nored.

			
				You may nev­er catch up with the war again.
			

			The last trip!

			Yes, this could be it. Cap­ture Kriere and end the war. But what ridicu­lous fan­ta­sy was it made him be­lieve he could ac­tu­al­ly do it?

			Two mus­cles moved on Bur­nett, one in each long cheek. The sag in his body van­ished as he taut­ened his spine, flexed his lean-sinewed arms, wet thin lips.

			“Now, where do you want this crate?” he asked Leth­la eas­i­ly.

			Leth­la ex­haled soft­ly. “Co­op­er­a­tion. I like it. You’re wise, Earth­man.”

			“Very,” said Bur­nett.

			He was think­ing about three thou­sand eter­nal nights of young bod­ies be­ing ripped, slaugh­tered, flung to the vac­u­um tides. Ten years of hat­ing a job and hop­ing that some day there would be a last trip and it would all be over.

			Bur­nett laughed through his nose. Con­trols moved un­der his fin­gers like flu­id; loved, ca­ressed, tend­ed by his fa­mil­iar touch­ing. Look­ing ahead, he squint­ed.

			“There’s your Ruler now, Leth­la. Do­ing som­er­saults. Looks dead. A good trick.”

			“Cut pow­er! We don’t want to burn him!”

			

			Bur­nett cut. Kriere’s milky face float­ed dream­i­ly in­to a vis­ual-screen, eyes sealed, lips gap­ing, hands sag­ging, clutch­ing emp­ti­ly at the stars.

			“We’re about fifty miles from him, catch­ing up.” Bur­nett turned to Leth­la with an in­tent scowl. Fun­ny. This was the first and the last time any­body would ev­er board the Con­stel­la­tion alive. His stom­ach went flat, taut­ened with sud­den weak­en­ing fear.

			If Kriere could be cap­tured, that meant the end of the war, the end of shelves stacked with sleep­ing war­riors, the end of this blind search­ing. Kriere, then, had to be tak­en aboard. Af­ter that—

			Kriere, the All-Mighty. At whose be­hest all space had quiv­ered like a smit­ten gong for part of a cen­tu­ry. Kriere, re­volv­ing in his neat, wa­ter-blue uni­form, em­blems shin­ing gold, heat-gun tucked in glossy jet hol­ster. With Kriere aboard, chances of over­com­ing him would be elim­i­nat­ed. Now: Rice and Bur­nett against Leth­la. Leth­la fa­vored be­cause of his gun.

			Kriere would make odds im­pos­si­ble.

			Some­thing had to be done be­fore Kriere came in.

			Leth­la had to be yanked off guard. Shocked, be­wil­dered, fooled—some­how. But—how?

			Bur­nett’s jaw froze tight. He could feel a spot on his shoul­der-blade where Leth­la would send a bul­let crash­ing in­to rib, sinew, artery—heart.

			There was a way. And there was a weapon. And the war would be over and this would be the last trip.

			Sweat cov­ered his palms in a ner­vous smear.

			“Steady, Rice,” he said, mat­ter of fact­ly. With the rock­ets cut, there was too much si­lence, and his voice sound­ed guilty stand­ing up alone in the cen­ter of that si­lence. “Take con­trols, Rice. I’ll ma­nip­u­late the star-port.”

			Bur­nett slipped from the con­trol con­sole. Rice re­placed him grim­ly. Bur­nett strode to the next con­sole of levers. That spot on his back kept aching like it was sear-brand­ed X. For the place where the bul­let sings and rips. And if you turn quick, catch­ing it in the arm first, why—

			Kriere loomed big­ger, a white spi­der del­i­cate­ly danc­ing on a web of stars. His eyes flicked open be­hind the glas­site sheath, and saw the Con­stel­la­tion. Kriere smiled. His hands came up. He knew he was about to be res­cued.

			Bur­nett smiled right back at him. What Kriere didn’t know was that he was about to end a ten-years’ war.

			There was on­ly one way of draw­ing Leth­la off guard, and it had to be fast.

			Bur­nett jabbed a pur­ple-topped stud. The star-port clashed open as it had done a thou­sand times be­fore; but for the first time it was a good sound. And out of the star-port, at Sam Bur­nett’s eas­i­ly fin­gered di­rec­tions, slid the long claw­like mech­a­nism that picked up bod­ies from space.

			Leth­la watched, in­tent and cold and qui­et. The gun was cold and qui­et, too.

			The claw glid­ed to­ward Kriere with­out a sound, now, dream­like in its slow­ness.

			It reached Kriere.

			Bur­nett in­haled a deep breath.

			The met­al claw cud­dled Kriere in its shiny palm.

			Leth­la watched.

			He watched while Bur­nett ex­haled, touched an­oth­er lever and said: “You know, Leth­la, there’s an old say­ing that on­ly dead men come aboard the Con­stel­la­tion. I be­lieve it.”

			

			And the claw closed as Bur­nett spoke, closed slow­ly and cer­tain­ly, all around Kriere, crush­ing him in­to a ridicu­lous pos­ture of si­lence. There was blood run­ning on the claw, and the on­ly rec­og­niz­able part was the head, which was care­ful­ly pre­served for iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.

			That was the on­ly way to draw Leth­la off guard.

			Bur­nett spun about and leaped.

			The hor­ror on Leth­la’s face didn’t go away as he fired his gun.

			Rice came in fight­ing, too, but not be­fore some­thing like a red-hot ram­rod stabbed Sam Bur­nett, catch­ing him in the ribs, spin­ning him back like a drunk­en id­iot to fall in a cor­ner.

			Fists made blunt flesh nois­es. Leth­la went down, weapon­less and scream­ing. Rice kicked. Af­ter awhile Leth­la quit scream­ing, and the room swam around in Bur­nett’s eyes, and he closed them tight and start­ed laugh­ing.

			He didn’t fin­ish laugh­ing for maybe ten min­utes. He heard the re­triev­er claws come in­side, and the star-port grind shut.

			Out of the red dark­ness, Rice’s voice came and then he could see Rice’s young face over him. Bur­nett groaned.

			Rice said, “Sam, you shouldn’t have done it. You shouldn’t have, Sam.”

			“To hell with it.” Bur­nett winced, and fought to keep his eyes open. Some­thing wet and sticky cov­ered his chest. “I said this was my last trip and I meant it. One way or the oth­er, I’d have quit!”

			“This is the hard way—”

			“Maybe. I dun­no. Kind of nice to think of all those kids who’ll nev­er have to come aboard the Con­stel­la­tion, though, Rice.” His voice trailed off. “You watch the shelves fill up and you nev­er know who’ll be next. Who’d have thought, four days ago—”

			Some­thing hap­pened to his tongue so it felt like hard ice block­ing his mouth. He had a lot more words to say, but on­ly time to get a few of them out:

			“Rice?”

			“Yeah, Sam?”

			“We haven’t got a full car­go, boy.”

			“Full enough for me, sir.”

			“But still not full. If we went back to Cen­ter Base with­out fill­ing the shelves, it wouldn’t be right. Look there—num­ber nine­ty-eight is Leth­la—num­ber nine­ty-nine is Kriere. Three thou­sand days of rolling this rock­et, and not once come back with­out a bunch of the kids who want to sleep easy on the good green earth. Not right to be go­ing back any way—but—the way—we used to—”

			His voice got all full of fog. As thick as the fists of a dozen war­riors. Rice was go­ing away from him. Rice was stand­ing still, and Bur­nett was ly­ing down, not mov­ing, but some­how Rice was go­ing away a mil­lion miles.

			“Ain’t I one hell of a pa­tri­ot, Rice?”

			Then ev­ery­thing got dark ex­cept Rice’s face. And that was start­ing to dis­solve.

			Nine­ty-eight: Leth­la. Nine­ty-nine: Kriere.

			He could still see Rice stand­ing over him for a long time, breath­ing out and in. Down un­der the ta­bles the blood-pumps pulsed and pulsed, thick and slow. Rice looked down at Bur­nett and then at the emp­ty shelf at the far end of the room, and then back at Bur­nett again.

			And then he said soft­ly:

			“One hun­dred.”

		
	
		
			Defense Mech

			Oh, my god, do you re­al­ize how far from Earth we are? Do you re­al­ly think about it? It’s enough to scare the guts from a man. Hold me up. Do some­thing. Give me seda­tives or hold my hand or run call ma­ma. A mil­lion cold miles up. See all the flick­er­ing stars? Look at my hands trem­ble. Feel my heart whirling like a hot pin­wheel!

			The cap­tain comes to­ward me, a stunned ex­pres­sion on his small, tight face. He takes my arm, look­ing in­to my eyes. Hel­lo, cap­tain. I’m sick, if that’s what you want to know. I’ve a right to be scared—just look at all that space! Stand­ing here a mo­ment ago, I stared down at Earth so round and cloud-cov­ered and asleep on a mat of stars, and my brain tore loose and screamed, man, man, how’d you get in a mess like this, in a rock­et a mil­lion miles past the moon, shoot­ing for Mars with a crew of four­teen oth­ers! I can hard­ly stand up, my knees, my hands, my heart, are shak­ing apart. Hold me up, sir.

			What are hys­ter­ics like? The cap­tain un­prongs the in­ter-deck au­dio and speaks swift­ly, scowl­ing, in­to it. I hope he’s phon­ing the psy­chi­a­trist. I need some­thing. Oh, dammit, dammit!

			The psy­chi­a­trist de­scends the lad­der in im­mac­u­late salt-white uni­form and walks to­ward me in a dream. Hel­lo, doc­tor. You’re the one for me. Please, sir, turn this damned rock­et around and fly back to New York. I’ll go crazy with all this space and dis­tance!

			The psy­chi­a­trist and the cap­tain’s voic­es mur­mur and blend, with here and there an em­pha­sis, a toss of head, a ges­ture:

			“Young Hal­loway here’s on a fear-jag, doc­tor. Can you help him?”

			“I’ll try. Good man, Hal­loway is. Imag­ine you’ll need him and his mus­cles when we land.”

			“With the crew as small as it is, ev­ery man’s worth his weight in ura­ni­um. He’s got to be cured.”

			The psy­chi­a­trist shakes his head.

			“Might have to squirt him full of drugs to keep him qui­et the rest of the ex­pe­di­tion.”

			The cap­tain ex­plodes, say­ing that is im­pos­si­ble. Blood drums in my head. The doc­tor moves clos­er, smelling clean, sharp and white.

			“Please, un­der­stand, cap­tain, this man is def­i­nite­ly psy­chot­ic about go­ing home. His talk is al­most a re­ver­sion to child­hood. I can’t refuse his de­mands, and his fear seems too deeply based for rea­son­ing. How­ev­er, I think I’ve an idea. Hal­loway?”

			Yes, sir? Help me, doc­tor. I want to go home. I want to see pop­corn ex­plod­ing in­to a but­tered avalanche in­side a glass cube, I want to roller skate, I want to climb in­to the old cool wet ice-wag­on and go chikk-chikk-chikk on the ice with a sharp pick, I want to take long sweat­ing hikes in the coun­try, see big brick build­ings and bright-faced peo­ple, fight the old gang, any­thing but this—aw­ful!

			The psy­chi­a­trist rubs his chin.

			“All right, son. You can go back to Earth, now, tonight.”

			Again the cap­tain ex­plodes.

			“You can’t tell him that. We’re land­ing on Mars to­day!”

			The psy­chi­a­trist pats down the cap­tain pa­tient­ly.

			“Please, cap­tain. Well, Hal­loway, back to New York for you. How does it sound?”

			I’m not not so scared now. We’re go­ing down on the mov­ing lad­der and here is the psy­chi­a­trist’s cu­bi­cle.

			He’s pour­ing lights in­to my eyes. They re­volve like stars on a disc. Lots of strange ma­chines around, at­tach­ments to my head, my ears. Sleepy. Oh, so sleepy. Like un­der warm wa­ter. Be­ing pushed around. Laved. Washed. Qui­et. Oh, gosh. Sleepy.

			“—lis­ten to me, Hal­loway—”

			Sleepy. Doc­tor’s talk­ing. Very soft, like feath­ers. Soft, soft.

			“—you’re go­ing to land on earth. No mat­ter what they tell you, you’re land­ing on Earth … no mat­ter what hap­pens you’ll be on Earth … ev­ery­thing you see and do will be like on Earth … re­mem­ber that … re­mem­ber that … you won’t be afraid be­cause you’ll be on Earth … re­mem­ber that … over and over … you’ll land on Earth in an hour … home … home again … no mat­ter what any­one says. …”

			Oh, yes, sir, home again. Sleepy. Home again. Drift­ing, sleep­ing, oh thank you, sir, thank you from the bot­tom of my drowsy, sleepy soul. Yes, sir. Yes, sir. Sleepy. Drift­ing.

			

			I’m awake!

			Hey, ev­ery­body, come look! Here comes Earth! Right at us, like a green moss ball off a bat! Com­ing at us on a curve!

			“Check sta­tions! Mars land­ing!”

			“Get in­to bul­gers! Test at­mos­phere!”

			Get in­to your what did he say?

			“Your base­ball uni­form, Hal­loway. Your base­ball uni­form.”

			Yes, sir, it’s over in that met­al lock­er. I’ll take it out. Head, arms, legs in­to it—I’m dressed. Base­ball uni­form. Ha! This is great! Pitch ’er in here, ole boy, ole boy! Smack! Yow!

			“Ad­just bul­ger hel­mets, check oxy­gen.”

			What?

			“Put on your catch­er’s mask, Hal­loway.”

			Oh. The mask slides down over my face. Like that. The cap­tain comes rush­ing up, eyes hot green and an­gry.

			“Doc­tor, what’s this in­fer­nal non­sense?”

			“You want­ed Hal­loway able to do his work, didn’t you, cap­tain?”

			“Yes, but what in hell’ve you done to him?”

			Strange. As they talk, I hear their words flow over my head like a wave dashed on a sea-stone, but the words drain off, leav­ing no im­print. As soon as some words in­vade my head, some­thing eats and di­gests them and I think the words are some­thing else en­tire­ly.

			The psy­chi­a­trist nods at me.

			“I couldn’t change his ba­sic de­sire. Giv­en time, yes, a pe­ri­od of months, I could have. But you need him now. So, against all the known ethics of my pro­fes­sion, which say one must nev­er lie to a pa­tient, I’ve fol­lowed along in his own thought chan­nel. I didn’t dare frus­trate him. He want­ed to go home, so I let him. I’ve giv­en him a fan­ta­sy. I’ve set up a pro­tec­tive de­fense mech­a­nism in his mind that re­fus­es to be­lieve cer­tain re­al­i­ties, that eval­u­ates all things from its own de­sire for se­cu­ri­ty and home. His mind will au­to­mat­i­cal­ly block any thought or im­age that en­dan­gers that se­cu­ri­ty.”

			The cap­tain stares wild­ly.

			“Then, then Hal­loway’s in­sane!”

			“Would you have him mad with fear, or able to work on Mars hin­dered by on­ly a slight ‘tetched’ con­di­tion? Cod­dle him and he’ll do fine. Just re­mem­ber, we’re land­ing on Earth, not Mars.”

			“Earth, Mars, you’ll have me rav­ing next!”

			The doc­tor and the cap­tain cer­tain­ly talk weird­ly. Who cares? Here comes Earth! Green, ex­pand­ing like a moist cab­bage un­der­foot!

			“Mars land­ing! Air­lock opened! Use bul­ger oxy­gen.”

			Here we go, gang! Last one out is a pink chim­panzee!

			“Hal­loway, come back, you damn fool! You’ll kill your­self!”

			Feel the good sweet Earth! Home again! Praise the Lord! Let’s dance, sing off-key, laugh! Ha! Oh, boy!

			In the door of the house stands the cap­tain, his face red and wrin­kled, wav­ing his fists.

			“Hal­loway, come back! Look be­hind you, you fool!”

			I whirl about and cry out, hap­pi­ly.

			Shep! Shep, old dog! He comes run­ning to meet me, long fur shin­ing am­ber in the sun­shine. Bark­ing. Shep, I haven’t seen you in years. Good old pooch. Come ’ere, Shep. Let me pet you.

			The cap­tain shrieks:

			“Don’t pet it! It looks like a car­niv­o­rous Mar­tian worm. Man, the jaws on that thing! Hal­loway, use your knife!”

			Shep snarls and shows his teeth. Shep, what’s wrong? That’s no way to greet me. Come on, Shep. Hey! I pull back my fin­gers as his swift jaws snap. Shep cir­cles me, swift­ly. You haven’t ra­bies, have you, Shep? He darts in, snatch­es my an­kle with strong, lock­ing white teeth! Lord, Shep, you’re crazy! I can’t let this go on. And you used to be such a fine, beau­ti­ful dog. Re­mem­ber all the hikes we took in­to the lazy corn coun­try, by the red barns and deep wells? Shep clench­es tight my an­kle. I’ll give him one more chance. Shep, let go! Where did this long knife come from in my hand, like mag­ic? Sor­ry to do this, Shep, but—there!

			Shep screams, thrash­ing, screams again. My arm pumps up and down, my gloves are freck­led with blood-flakes.

			Don’t scream, Shep. I said I was sor­ry, didn’t I?

			“Get out there, you men, and bury that beast im­me­di­ate­ly.”

			I glare at the cap­tain. Don’t talk that way about Shep.

			The cap­tain stares at my an­kle.

			“Sor­ry, Hal­loway. I meant, bury that ‘dog,’ you men. Give him full hon­ors. You were lucky, son, an­oth­er sec­ond and those knife-teeth’d bored through your an­kle-cuff met­al.”

			I don’t know what he means. I’m wear­ing sneak­ers, sir.

			“Oh, yeah, so you are. Yeah. Well, I’m sor­ry, Hal­loway. I know how you must feel about—Shep. He was a fine dog.”

			I think about it a mo­ment and my eyes fill up, wet.

			

			There’ll be a pic­nic and a hike, the cap­tain says. Three hours now the boys have car­ried lug­gage from the met­al house. The way they talk, this’ll be some pic­nic. Some seem afraid, but who wor­ries about cop­per­heads and wa­ter-moc­casins and craw­fish? Not me. No, sir. Not me.

			Gus Bartz, sweat­ing be­side me on some ap­pa­ra­tus, squints at me.

			“What’s eatin’ you, Hal­loway?”

			I smile. Me? Noth­ing. Why?

			“You and that act with that Mar­tian worm.”

			What’re you talk­ing about? What worm?

			The cap­tain in­ter­rupts, ner­vous­ly.

			“Bartz, lay off Hal­loway. The doc­tor’ll ex­plain why. Ask him.”

			Bartz goes away, scratch­ing his head.

			The cap­tain pats my shoul­der.

			“You’re our strong-arm man, Hal­loway. You’ve got mus­cles from work­ing on the rock­et en­gines. So keep alert to­day, eh, on your hike to look over the ter­ri­to­ry? Keep your—BB gun—ready.”

			Beavers, do you think, sir?

			The cap­tain swal­lows hard and blinks.

			“Unh—oh, beavers, yeah, beavers. Sure. Beavers! Maybe. Moun­tain li­ons and In­di­ans, too, I hear. Nev­er can tell. Be care­ful.”

			Moun­tain li­ons and In­di­ans in New York in this day and age? Aw, sir.

			“Let it go. Keep alert, any­how. Smoke?”

			I don’t smoke, sir. A strong mind in a healthy body, you know the old rule.

			“The old rule. Oh, yes. The old rule. On­ly jok­ing. I don’t want a smoke any­way. Like hell.”

			What was that last, sir?

			“Noth­ing, Hal­loway, car­ry on, car­ry on.”

			I help the oth­ers work, now. Are we tak­ing the yel­low street­car to the edge of town, Gus?

			“We’re us­ing propul­sion belts, skim­ming low over the dead seas.”

			How’s that again, Gus?

			“I said, we’re takin’ the yel­low street­car to the end of the line, yeah.”

			We’re ready. Ev­ery­one’s packed, spread­ing out. We’re go­ing in groups of four. Down Main Street past the pie fac­to­ry, over the bridge, through the tun­nel, past the cir­cus grounds and we’ll ren­dezvous, says the cap­tain, at a place he points to on a queer, dis­joint­ed map.

			Whoosh! We’re off! I for­got to pay my fare.

			“That’s okay, I paid it.”

			Thanks, cap­tain. We’re re­al­ly trav­el­ing. The cy­press­es and the maples flash by. Kaawhoom! I wouldn’t ad­mit this to any­one but you, sir, but mo­men­tar­i­ly, there, I didn’t see this street­car. Sud­den­ly we moved in emp­ty space, noth­ing sup­port­ing us, and I didn’t see any car. But now I see it, sir.

			The cap­tain gazes at me as at a nine-day mir­a­cle.

			“You do, eh?”

			Yes, sir. I clutch up­ward. Here’s the strap. I’m hold­ing it.

			“You look pret­ty fun­ny slid­ing through the air with your hand up like that, Hal­loway.”

			How’s that, sir?

			“Ha, ha, ha!”

			Why are the oth­ers laugh­ing at me, sir?

			“Noth­ing, son, noth­ing. Just hap­py, that’s all.”

			Ding Ding. Ding Ding. Canal Street and Wash­ing­ton. Ding Ding. Whoosh. This is re­al trav­el­ing. Fun­ny, though, the cap­tain and his men keep mov­ing, chang­ing seats, nev­er stay seat­ed. It’s a long street­car. I’m way in back now. They’re up front.

			By the large brown house on the next cor­ner stands a pop­corn wag­on, yel­low and red and blue. I can taste the pop­corn in my mind. It’s been a long time since I’ve eat­en some … if I ask the cap­tain’s per­mis­sion to stop and buy a bag, he’ll refuse. I’ll just sneak off the car at the next stop. I can get back on the next car and catch up with the gang lat­er.

			

			How do you stop this car? My fin­gers fum­ble with my base­ball out­fit, do­ing some­thing I don’t want to know about. The car is stop­ping! Why’s that. Pop­corn is more im­por­tant.

			I’m off the car, walk­ing. Here’s the pop­corn ma­chine with a man be­hind it, fuss­ing with lit­tle sil­ver met­al knobs.

			“—murr—lokk—loc—cor—iz—”

			Tony! Tony, bam­bi­no! What are you do­ing here?

			“Click.”

			It can’t be, but it is. Tony, who died ten long years ago, when I was a freck­led kid! Alive and sell­ing pop­corn again. Oh, Tony, it’s good to see you. His black mous­tache’s so waxed, so shin­ing, his dark hair like burnt oily shav­ings, his dark shin­ing hap­py eyes, his smil­ing red cheeks! He shim­mers in my eyes like in a cold rain. Tony! Let me shake your hand! Gimme a bag of pop­corn, señor!

			“Click-click-click—sput-click—reeeeeeeeeeeeee—”

			The cap­tain didn’t see you, Tony, you were hid­den so well, on­ly I saw you. Just a mo­ment while I search for my nick­el.

			“Reeeeeee.”

			Whew, I’m dizzy. It’s very hot. My heads spins like a leaf on a storm wind. Let me hold on­to your wag­on, Tony, quick, I’m shiv­er­ing and I’ve got sharp nee­dle head pains. …

			“Reeeeeeee.”

			I’m run­ning a tem­per­a­ture. I feel as if I have a torch hung flam­ing in my head.

			Hot­ter. Par­don me for crit­i­ciz­ing you, Tony, but I think its your pop­per turned up too high. Your face looks afraid, con­tort­ed, and your hands move so rapid­ly, why? Can’t you shut it off? I’m hot. Ev­ery­thing melts. My knees sag.

			Warmer still. He’d bet­ter turn that thing off, I can’t take any more. I can’t find my nick­el any­how. Please, snap it off, Tony, I’m sick. My uni­form glows or­ange. I’ll take fire!

			Here, I’ll turn it off for you, Tony.

			You hit me!

			Stop hit­ting me, stop click­ing those knobs! It’s hot, I tell you. Stop, or I’ll—

			Tony. Where are you? Gone.

			Where did that pur­ple flame shoot from? That loud blast, what was it? The flame seemed to stream from my hand, out of my scout flash­light. Pur­ple flame—eat­ing!

			I smell a sharp bit­ter odor.

			Like ham­burg­er fried over­long.

			I feel bet­ter now. Cool as win­ter. But—

			Like a fly buzzing in my ears, a voice comes, faint, far off,

			“Hal­loway, damn it, Hal­loway, where are you?”

			Cap­tain! It’s his voice, siz­zling. I don’t see you, sir!

			“Hal­loway, we’re on the dead sea bot­tom near an an­cient Mar­tian city and—oh, nev­er mind, dammit, if you hear me, press your boy-scout badge and yell!”

			I press the badge in­tense­ly, sweat­ing. Hey, cap­tain!

			“Hal­loway! Glo­ry. You’re not dead. Where are you?”

			I stopped for pop­corn, sir. I can’t see you. How do I hear you?

			“It’s an echo. Let it go. If you’re okay, grab the next street­car.”

			That’s very op­por­tune. Be­cause here comes a big red street­car now, around the cor­ner of the drug store.

			“What!”

			Yes, sir, and it’s chock full of peo­ple. I’ll climb aboard.

			“Wait a minute! Hold on! Mur­der! What kind of peo­ple, dammit?”

			It’s the West Side gang. Sure. The whole bunch of tough kids.

			“West side gang, hell, those are Mar­tians, get the hell ou­ta there! Trans­fer to an­oth­er car—take the sub­way! Take the el­e­vat­ed!”

			Too late. The car’s stopped. I’ll have to get on. The con­duc­tor looks im­pa­tient.

			“Im­pa­tient,” he says. “You’ll be mas­sa­cred!”

			Oh, oh. Ev­ery­body’s climb­ing from the street­car, look­ing an­gry at me. Kel­ly and Gro­gan and Tomp­kins and the oth­ers. I guess there’ll be a fight.

			The cap­tain’s voice stabs my ears, but I don’t see him any­where:

			“Use your r-gun, your blaster, your blaster. Hell, use your sling­shot, or throw spit­balls, or what­ev­er the dev­il you imag­ine you got hol­stered there, but use it! Come on, men, about face and back!”

			I’m out­num­bered. I bet they’ll gang me and give me the bumps, the bumps, the bumps. I bet they’ll truss me to a maple tree, maple tree, maple tree and tick­le me. I bet they’ll ink-tat­too their ini­tials on my fore­head. Moth­er won’t like this.

			The cap­tain’s voice opens up loud­er, driv­ing near­er:

			“And Pop­pa ain’t hap­py! Get ou­ta there, Hal­loway!”

			They’re hit­ting me, sir! We’re bat­tling!

			“Keep it up, Hal­loway!”

			I knocked one down, sir, with an up­per­cut. I’m knock­ing an­oth­er down now. Here goes a third! Some­one’s grabbed my an­kle. I’ll kick him! There! I’m stum­bling, fall­ing! Lights in my eyes, pur­ple ones, big pur­ple light­ning bolts siz­zling the air!

			Three of them van­ished, just like that!

			I think they fell down a man­hole.

			I’m sor­ry. I didn’t mean to hurt them bad.

			They stole my flash­light.

			“Get it back, Hal­loway! We’re com­ing. Get your flash and use it!” That’s sil­ly.

			“Sil­ly,” he says. “Sil­ly. Sil­ly.”

			

			I got my flash­light back, bro­ken, no good. We’re wrestling. There are so many of them, I’m weak. They’re climb­ing all over me, hit­ting. It’s not fair, I’m fall­ing down, kick­ing, scream­ing!

			“Up speed, men, full pow­er!”

			They’re bind­ing me up. I can’t move. They’re rush­ing me in­to the street­car now. Now I won’t be able to go on that hike. And I planned on it so hard, too.

			“Here we are, Hal­loway! Blast ’em, men! Oh, my Lord, look at the hor­ri­ble faces on those crea­tures! Guh!”

			Watch out, cap­tain! They’ll get you, too, and the oth­ers! Ahh! Some­body struck me on the back of my head. Dark­ness. Dark. Dark.

			Rock­abye ba­by on the tree­top … when the wind blows. …

			“Okay, Hal­loway, any time. Just any old time you want to come to.”

			Dark. A voice talk­ing. Dark as a whale’s in­sides. Ouch, my head. I’m flat on my back, I can feel rocks un­der me.

			“Good morn­ing, dear Mr. Hal­loway.”

			That you, cap­tain, over in that dark cor­ner?

			“It ain’t the pres­i­dent of the Unit­ed States!”

			Where is this cave?

			“Sup­pose you tell us, you got us in­to this mess with your eter­nal­ly blast­ed pop­corn! Why’d you get off the street­car?”

			Did the West Side gang truss us up like this, cap­tain?

			“West Side gang, goh! Those faces, those in­hu­man, weird, un­sa­vory and hor­ri­ble faces. All loose-fleshed and—gan­grenous. Aliens, the whole rot­ting clutch of ’em.”

			What a fun­ny way to talk.

			“Lis­ten, you par­boiled id­iot, in about an hour we’re go­ing to be fried, gut­ted, iced, killed, slaugh­tered, mur­dered, we will be, ip­so fac­to, dead. Your ‘friends’ are whip­ping up a lit­tle blood­let­ting jam­boree. Can’t I shove it through your thick skull, we’re on Mars, about to be sliced and ham­mered by a lousy bunch of Mar­tians!”

			“Cap­tain, sir?”

			“Yes, Berman?”

			“The cave door is open­ing, sir. I think the Mar­tians are ready to have at us again, sir. Some sort of test or oth­er, no doubt.”

			“Let go a me, you one-eyed mon­ster! I’m com­ing, don’t push!”

			We’re out­side the cave. They’re cut­ting our bonds. See, cap­tain, they aren’t hurt­ing us, af­ter all. Here’s the brick al­ley. There’s Mrs. Haight’s un­der­wear wav­ing on the clothes­line. See all the peo­ple from the beer hall—what’re they wait­ing for?

			“To see us die.”

			“Cap­tain, what’s wrong with Hal­loway, he’s act­ing queer—”

			“At least he’s bet­ter off than us. He can’t see these crea­tures’ faces and bod­ies. It’s enough to turn a man’s stom­ach. This must be their am­phithe­atre. That looks like an ob­sta­cle course. I gath­er from their sign lin­go that if we make it through the ob­sta­cles, we’re free. Foot­note: no­body’s ev­er got­ten through alive yet. Seems they want you to go first, Berman. Good luck, boy.”

			“So long, cap­tain. So long, Gus. So long, Hal­loway.”

			Berman’s run­ning down-al­ley with an easy, long-mus­cled stride. I hear him yelling high and clear, even though he’s get­ting far away.

			Here comes an au­to­mo­bile!

			Berman! Ahh! It hit him! He’s fall­en!

			Berman, get up, get up!

			“Stay here, Hal­loway, it’s not your turn yet.”

			My turn? What do you mean? Some­one’s got­ta help Berman.

			“Hal­loway, come back! Oh, man, I don’t want to see this!”

			

			Lift up my legs, put them down, breathe out, breathe in, swing arms, swing legs, chew my tongue, blink my eyes, Berman, here I come, gee, things are crazy-fun­ny, here comes an ice-wag­on trundling along, it’s com­ing right at me! I can’t see to get around it, it’s com­ing so fast, I’ll jump in­side it, jump, jump, cool, ice, icepick, chikk-chikk-chikk, I hear the cap­tain scream­ing off a mil­lion hot miles gone, chikk-chikk-chikk around the ice perime­ter, the ice wag­on is thun­der­ing, ri­ot­ing, jounc­ing, shak­ing, rolling on big rusty iron wheels, smelling of sour am­mo­nia, bounc­ing on a cor­duroy dirt and brick al­ley-road, the rear end of it seems to be snap­ping shut with many ice-prongs, I feel in­tense pain in my left leg, chikk-chikk-chikk-chikk! piece of ice, cold square, cold cube, a shud­der­ing and con­vuls­ing, a tem­blor, the wag­on wheels stop rolling, I jump down and run away from the wrecked wag­on, did the wag­on roll over Berman, I hope not, a fence here, I’ll jump over it, an­oth­er pop­corn ma­chine, very warm, very hot, all flame and red fire and burn­ing met­al knobs. …

			Oops, I didn’t mean to strike the pop­corn man down, hel­lo, Berman, what’re you do­ing in my arms, how’d you get here, did I pick you up, and why? an ob­sta­cle race at the high-school? you’re heavy, I’m tired, dogs nip­ping at my heels, how far am I sup­posed to car­ry you? I hear the cap­tain scream­ing me on, for why, for why? here comes the big bad tru­ant of­fi­cer with a club in his hand to take me back to school, he looks mean and broad. …

			I kicked the tru­ant of­fi­cer’s shins and kicked him in the face … Ma­ma won’t like that … yes, mom­my … no mom­my … that’s un­fair … that’s not eth­i­cal fight­ing … some­thing went squish … hmm … let’s for­get about it, shall we?

			Breath­ing hard. Here comes the gang af­ter me, all the rough, bristly Irish­men and scarred Nor­we­gians and stub­born Ital­ians … hit, kick, wres­tle … here comes a swift car, fast, fast! I hope I can duck, with you, Berman … here comes an­oth­er car from the op­po­site way! … If I work things right … uh … stop scream­ing, Berman!

			The cars crashed in­to each oth­er.

			The cars still roll, tum­bling, like two an­i­mals tear­ing at each oth­er’s throats.

			Not far to go now, Berman, to the end of the al­ley. Just ahead. I’ll sleep for forty years when this is over … where’d I get this flash­light in my hand? from one of those guys I knocked down? from the pop­corn man? I’ll poke it in front of me … peo­ple run away … maybe they don’t like its light in their eyes. … The end of the al­ley! There’s the green val­ley and my house, and there’s Mom and Pop wait­ing! Hey, let’s sing, let’s dance, we’re go­ing home!

			“Hal­loway, you so-and-so, you did it!”

			Dark. Sleep. Wake up slow. Lis­ten.

			“—and Hal­loway ran down that am­phithe­atre non­cha­lant as a high-school kid jump­ing hur­dles. A big saf­fron Mar­tian beast with a mouth so damn big it looked like the rear end of a de­liv­ery truck, lunged for­ward square at Hal­loway—”

			“What’d Hal­loway do?”

			“Hal­loway jumped right in­side the mon­ster’s mouth—right in­side!”

			“What hap­pened then?”

			“The an­i­mal looked dumb­found­ed. It tried to spit out. Then, to top it all, what did Hal­loway do, I ask you, I ask you, what did he do? He drew forth his boy-scout blade and went chikk-chikk-chikk all around the bloody in­te­ri­or, pre­tend­ing like he’s holed up in an ice-wag­on, chip­ping him­self off pieces of ice.”

			“No?”

			“On my hon­or! The mon­ster, af­ter tak­ing a bit of this chikk-chikk-chikk busi­ness, leaped around, ca­vort­ing, floun­der­ing, rock­ing, toss­ing, and then, with a spout of blood, out popped Hal­loway, grin­ning like a kid, and on he ran, dodg­ing spears and pre­tend­ing they were peb­bles, leap­ing a line of crouched war­riors and say­ing they’re a pick­et fence. Then he lift­ed Berman and trot­ted with him un­til he met a three hun­dred pound Mar­tian wrestler. Hal­loway sup­posed that it was the tru­ant of­fi­cer and prompt­ly kicked him in the face. Then he knocked down an­oth­er guy work­ing fu­ri­ous­ly at the but­tons of a paral­y­sis ma­chine which looked, to Hal­loway, like a pop­corn wag­on! Af­ter which two gi­gan­tic black Mar­tian leop­ards at­tacked, re­sem­bling to him noth­ing more than two very bad driv­ers in dark au­to­mo­biles. Hal­loway sidestepped. The two ‘cars’ crashed and tore each oth­er apart, fight­ing. Hal­loway pumped on, shoot­ing peo­ple with his ‘flash­light’ which he re­trieved from the ‘pop­corn’ man. Point­ing the flash at peo­ple, he was amazed when they van­ished and—oh, oh, Hal­loway’s wak­ing up, I saw his eye­lids flick­er. Qui­et, ev­ery­one. Hal­loway, you awake?”

			Yeah. I been lis­ten­ing to you talk for five min­utes. I still don’t un­der­stand. Noth­ing hap­pened at all. How long I been asleep?

			“Two days. Noth­ing hap­pened, eh? Noth­ing, ex­cept you got the Mar­tians kow­tow­ing, that’s all, broth­er. Your spec­tac­u­lar per­for­mance im­pressed peo­ple. The en­e­my sud­den­ly de­cid­ed that if one earth­man could do what you did, what would hap­pen if a mil­lion more came?”

			Ev­ery­body keeps on with this jok­ing, this ly­ing about Mars. Stop it. Where am I?

			“Aboard the rock­et, about to take off.”

			Leave Earth? No, no, I don’t want to leave Earth, good green Earth! Let go! I’m afraid! Let go of me! Stop the ship!

			“Hal­loway, this is Mars—we’re go­ing back to Earth.”

			Liars, all of you! I don’t want to go to Mars, I want to stay here, on Earth!

			“Holy cow, here we go again. Hold him down, Gus. Hey, doc­tor, on the dou­ble! Come help Hal­loway change his mind back, willya!”

			
				Liars! You can’t do this! Liars! Liars!
			

		
	
		
			The Creatures That Time Forgot2

			
				I

				Dur­ing the night, Sim was born. He lay wail­ing up­on the cold cave stones. His blood beat through him a thou­sand puls­es each minute. He grew, steadi­ly.

				In­to his mouth his moth­er with fever­ish hands put the food. The night­mare of liv­ing was be­gun. Al­most in­stant­ly at birth his eyes grew alert, and then, with­out half un­der­stand­ing why, filled with bright, in­sis­tent ter­ror. He gagged up­on the food, choked and wailed. He looked about, blind­ly.

				There was a thick fog. It cleared. The out­lines of the cave ap­peared. And a man loomed up, in­sane and wild and ter­ri­ble. A man with a dy­ing face. Old, with­ered by winds, baked like adobe in the heat. The man was crouched in a far cor­ner of the cave, his eyes whiten­ing to one side of his face, lis­ten­ing to the far wind trum­pet­ing up above on the frozen night plan­et.

				Sim’s moth­er, trem­bling, now and again, star­ing at the man, fed Sim peb­ble-fruits, val­ley-grass­es and ice-nip­ples bro­ken from the cav­ern en­trances, and eat­ing, elim­i­nat­ing, eat­ing again, he grew larg­er, larg­er.

				The man in the cor­ner of the cave was his fa­ther! The man’s eyes were all that was alive in his face. He held a crude stone dag­ger in his with­ered hands and his jaw hung loose and sense­less.

				Then, with a widen­ing fo­cus, Sim saw the old peo­ple sit­ting in the tun­nel be­yond this liv­ing quar­ter. And as he watched, they be­gan to die.

				Their ag­o­nies filled the cave. They melt­ed like wax­en im­ages, their faces col­lapsed in­ward on their sharp bones, their teeth pro­trud­ed. One minute their faces were ma­ture, fair­ly smooth, alive, elec­tric. The next minute a des­ic­ca­tion and burn­ing away of their flesh oc­curred.

				Sim thrashed in his moth­er’s grasp. She held him. “No, no,” she soothed him, qui­et­ly, earnest­ly, look­ing to see if this, too, would cause her hus­band to rise again.

				With a soft swift pad­ding of naked feet, Sim’s fa­ther ran across the cave. Sim’s moth­er screamed. Sim felt him­self torn loose from her grasp. He fell up­on the stones, rolling, shriek­ing with his new, moist lungs!

				The webbed face of his fa­ther jerked over him, the knife was poised. It was like one of those pre­na­tal night­mares he’d had while still in his moth­er’s flesh. In the next few blaz­ing, im­pos­si­ble in­stants ques­tions flicked through his brain. The knife was high, sus­pend­ed, ready to de­stroy him. But the whole ques­tion of life in this cave, the dy­ing peo­ple, the with­er­ing and the in­san­i­ty, surged through Sim’s new, small head. How was it that he un­der­stood? A new­born child? Can a new­born child think, see, un­der­stand, in­ter­pret? No. It was wrong! It was im­pos­si­ble. Yet it was hap­pen­ing! To him. He had been alive an hour now. And in the next in­stant per­haps dead!

				His moth­er flung her­self up­on the back of his fa­ther, and beat down the weapon. Sim caught the ter­rif­ic back­wash of emo­tion from both their con­flict­ing minds. “Let me kill him!” shout­ed the fa­ther, breath­ing harsh­ly, sob­bing­ly. “What has he to live for?”

				“No, no!” in­sist­ed the moth­er, and her body, frail and old as it was, stretched across the huge body of the fa­ther, tear­ing at his weapon. “He must live! There may be a fu­ture for him! He may live longer than us, and be young!”

				The fa­ther fell back against a stone crib. Ly­ing there, star­ing, eyes glit­ter­ing, Sim saw an­oth­er fig­ure in­side that stone crib. A girl-child, qui­et­ly feed­ing it­self, mov­ing its del­i­cate hands to pro­cure food. His sis­ter.

				The moth­er wrenched the dag­ger from her hus­band’s grasp, stood up, weep­ing and push­ing back her cloud of stiff­en­ing gray hair. Her mouth trem­bled and jerked. “I’ll kill you!” she said, glar­ing down at her hus­band. “Leave my chil­dren alone.”

				The old man spat tired­ly, bit­ter­ly, and looked va­cant­ly in­to the stone crib, at the lit­tle girl. “One-eighth of her life’s over, al­ready,” he gasped. “And she doesn’t know it. What’s the use?”

				As Sim watched, his own moth­er seemed to shift and take a tor­tured, smoke-like form. The thin bony face broke out in­to a maze of wrin­kles. She was shak­en with pain and had to sit by him, shud­der­ing and cud­dling the knife to her shriv­eled breasts. She, like the old peo­ple in the tun­nel, was ag­ing, dy­ing.

				Sim cried steadi­ly. Ev­ery­where he looked was hor­ror. A mind came to meet his own. In­stinc­tive­ly he glanced to­ward the stone crib. Dark, his sis­ter, re­turned his glance. Their minds brushed like stray­ing fin­gers. He re­laxed some­what. He be­gan to learn.

				The fa­ther sighed, shut his lids down over his green eyes. “Feed the child,” he said, ex­haust­ed­ly. “Hur­ry. It is al­most dawn and it is our last day of liv­ing, wom­an. Feed him. Make him grow.”

				Sim qui­et­ed, and im­ages, out of the ter­ror, float­ed to him.

				This was a plan­et next to the sun. The nights burned with cold, the days were like torch­es of fire. It was a vi­o­lent, im­pos­si­ble world. The peo­ple lived in the cliffs to es­cape the in­cred­i­ble ice and the day of flame. On­ly at dawn and sun­set was the air breath-sweet, flow­er-strong, and then the cave peo­ples brought their chil­dren out in­to a stony, bar­ren val­ley. At dawn the ice thawed in­to creeks and rivers, at sun­set the day-fires died and cooled. In the in­ter­vals of even, liv­able tem­per­a­ture the peo­ple lived, ran, played, loved, free of the cav­erns; all life on the plan­et jumped, burst in­to life. Plants grew in­stant­ly, birds were flung like pel­lets across the sky. Small­er, legged an­i­mal life rushed fran­ti­cal­ly through the rocks; ev­ery­thing tried to get its liv­ing down in the brief hour of respite.

				It was an un­bear­able plan­et. Sim un­der­stood this, a mat­ter of hours af­ter birth. Racial mem­o­ry bloomed in him. He would live his en­tire life in the caves, with two hours a day out­side. Here, in stone chan­nels of air he would talk, talk in­ces­sant­ly with his peo­ple, sleep nev­er, think, think and lie up­on his back, dream­ing; but nev­er sleep­ing.

				
					And he would live ex­act­ly eight days.
				

				

				The vi­o­lence of this thought evac­u­at­ed his bow­els. Eight days. Eight short days. It was wrong, im­pos­si­ble, but a fact. Even while in his moth­er’s flesh some racial knowl­edge had told him he was be­ing formed rapid­ly, shaped and pro­pelled out swift­ly.

				Birth was quick as a knife. Child­hood was over in a flash. Ado­les­cence was a sheet of light­ning. Man­hood was a dream, ma­tu­ri­ty a myth, old age an in­escapably quick re­al­i­ty, death a swift cer­tain­ty.

				Eight days from now he’d stand half-blind, with­er­ing, dy­ing, as his fa­ther now stood, star­ing use­less­ly at his own wife and child.

				This day was an eighth part of his to­tal life! He must en­joy ev­ery sec­ond of it. He must search his par­ents’ thoughts for knowl­edge.

				
					Be­cause in a few hours they’d be dead.
				

				This was so im­pos­si­bly un­fair. Was this all of life? In his pre­na­tal state hadn’t he dreamed of long lives, val­leys not of blast­ed stone but green fo­liage and tem­per­ate clime? Yes! And if he’d dreamed then there must be truth in the vi­sions. How could he seek and find the long life? Where? And how could he ac­com­plish a life mis­sion that huge and de­press­ing in eight short, van­ish­ing days?

				How had his peo­ple got­ten in­to such a con­di­tion?

				As if at a but­ton pressed, he saw an im­age. Met­al seeds, blown across space from a dis­tant green world, fight­ing with long flames, crash­ing on this bleak plan­et. From their shat­tered hulls tum­ble men and wom­en.

				When? Long ago. Ten thou­sand days. The crash vic­tims hid in the cliffs from the sun. Fire, ice and floods washed away the wreck­age of the huge met­al seeds. The vic­tims were shaped and beat­en like iron up­on a forge. So­lar ra­di­a­tions drenched them. Their puls­es quick­ened, two hun­dred, five hun­dred, a thou­sand beats a minute. Their skins thick­ened, their blood changed. Old age came rush­ing. Chil­dren were born in the caves. Swifter, swifter, swifter the process. Like all this world’s wild life, the men and wom­en from the crash lived and died in a week, leav­ing chil­dren to do like­wise.

				So this is life, thought Sim. It was not spo­ken in his mind, for he knew no words, he knew on­ly im­ages, old mem­o­ry, an aware­ness, a telepa­thy that could pen­e­trate flesh, rock, met­al. So I’m the five thou­sandth in a long line of fu­tile sons? What can I do to save my­self from dy­ing eight days from now? Is there es­cape?

				His eyes widened, an­oth­er im­age came to fo­cus.

				Be­yond this val­ley of cliffs, on a low moun­tain lay a per­fect, un­scarred met­al seed. A met­al ship, not rust­ed or touched by the avalanch­es. The ship was de­sert­ed, whole, in­tact. It was the on­ly ship of all these that had crashed that was still a unit, still us­able. But it was so far away. There was no one in it to help. This ship, then, on the far moun­tain, was the des­tiny to­ward which he would grow. There was his on­ly hope of es­cape.

				His mind flexed.

				In this cliff, deep down in a con­fine­ment of soli­tude, worked a hand­ful of sci­en­tists. To these men, when he was old enough and wise enough, he must go. They, too, dreamed of es­cape, of long life, of green val­leys and tem­per­ate weath­ers. They, too, stared long­ing­ly at that dis­tant ship up­on its high moun­tain, its met­al so per­fect it did not rust or age.

				The cliff groaned.

				Sim’s fa­ther lift­ed his erod­ed, life­less face.

				“Dawn’s com­ing,” he said.

			
			
				II

				Morn­ing re­laxed the mighty gran­ite cliff mus­cles. It was the time of the Avalanche.

				The tun­nels echoed to run­ning bare feet. Adults, chil­dren pushed with ea­ger, hun­gry eyes to­ward the out­side dawn. From far out, Sim heard a rum­ble of rock, a scream, a si­lence. Avalanch­es fell in­to val­ley. Stones that had been bid­ing their time, not quite ready to fall, for a mil­lion years let go their bulks, and where they had be­gun their jour­ney as sin­gle boul­ders they smashed up­on the val­ley floor in a thou­sand shrap­nels and fric­tion-heat­ed nuggets.

				Ev­ery morn­ing at least one per­son was caught in the down­pour.

				The cliff peo­ple dared the avalanch­es. It added one more ex­cite­ment to their lives, al­ready too short, too head­long, too dan­ger­ous.

				Sim felt him­self seized up by his fa­ther. He was car­ried brusque­ly down the tun­nel for a thou­sand yards, to where the day­light ap­peared. There was a shin­ing in­sane light in his fa­ther’s eyes. Sim could not move. He sensed what was go­ing to hap­pen. Be­hind his fa­ther, his moth­er hur­ried, bring­ing with her the lit­tle sis­ter, Dark. “Wait! Be care­ful!” she cried to her hus­band.

				Sim felt his fa­ther crouch, lis­ten­ing.

				High in the cliff was a tremor, a shiv­er­ing.

				“Now!” bel­lowed his fa­ther, and leaped out.

				An avalanche fell down at them!

				Sim had ac­cel­er­at­ed im­pres­sions of plung­ing walls, dust, con­fu­sion. His moth­er screamed! There was a jolt­ing, a plung­ing.

				With one last step, Sim’s fa­ther hur­ried him for­ward in­to the day. The avalanche thun­dered be­hind him. The mouth of the cave, where moth­er and Dark stood back out of the way, was choked with rub­ble and two boul­ders that weighed a hun­dred pounds each.

				The storm thun­der of the avalanche passed away to a trick­le of sand. Sim’s fa­ther burst out in­to laugh­ter. “Made it! By the Gods! Made it alive!” And he looked scorn­ful­ly at the cliff and spat. “Pagh!”

				Moth­er and sis­ter Dark strug­gled through the rub­ble. She cursed her hus­band. “Fool! You might have killed Sim!”

				“I may yet,” re­tort­ed the fa­ther.

				Sim was not lis­ten­ing. He was fas­ci­nat­ed with the re­mains of an avalanche afront of the next tun­nel. A blood stain trick­led out from un­der a rise of boul­ders, soak­ing in­to the ground. There was noth­ing else to be seen. Some­one else had lost the game.

				Dark ran ahead on lithe, sup­ple feet, naked and cer­tain.

				The val­ley air was like a wine fil­tered be­tween moun­tains. The heav­en was a restive blue; not the pale scorched at­mos­phere of full day, nor the bloat­ed, bruised black-pur­ple of night, a-ri­ot with sick­ly shin­ing stars.

				This was a tide pool. A place where waves of vary­ing and vi­o­lent tem­per­a­tures struck, re­ced­ed. Now the tide pool was qui­et, cool, and its life moved abroad.

				Laugh­ter! Far away, Sim heard it. Why laugh­ter? How could any of his peo­ple find time for laugh­ing? Per­haps lat­er he would dis­cov­er why.

				The val­ley sud­den­ly blushed with im­pul­sive col­or. Plant-life, thaw­ing in the pre­cip­i­tant dawn, shoved out from most un­ex­pect­ed sources. It flow­ered as you watched. Pale green ten­drils ap­peared on scoured rocks. Sec­onds lat­er, ripe globes of fruit twitched up­on the blade-tips. Fa­ther gave Sim over to moth­er and har­vest­ed the mo­men­tary, volatile crop, thrust scar­let, blue, yel­low fruits in­to a fur sack which hung at his waist. Moth­er tugged at the moist new grass­es, laid them on Sim’s tongue.

				His sens­es were be­ing honed to a fine edge. He stored knowl­edge thirsti­ly. He un­der­stood love, mar­riage, cus­toms, anger, pity, rage, self­ish­ness, shad­ings and sub­tleties, re­al­i­ties and re­flec­tions. One thing sug­gest­ed an­oth­er. The sight of green plant life whirled his mind like a gy­ro­scope, seek­ing bal­ance in a world where lack of time for ex­pla­na­tions made a mind seek and in­ter­pret on its own. The soft bur­den of food gave him knowl­edge of his sys­tem, of en­er­gy, of move­ment. Like a bird new­ly crack­ing its way from a shell, he was al­most a unit, com­plete, all-know­ing. Hered­i­ty had done all this for him. He grew ex­cit­ed with his abil­i­ty.

				

				They walked, moth­er, fa­ther and the two chil­dren, smelling the smells, watch­ing the birds bounce from wall to wall of the val­ley like scur­ry­ing peb­bles and sud­den­ly the fa­ther said a strange thing:

				“Re­mem­ber?”

				Re­mem­ber what? Sim lay cra­dled. Was it any ef­fort for them to re­mem­ber when they’d lived on­ly sev­en days!

				The hus­band and wife looked at each oth­er.

				“Was it on­ly three days ago?” said the wom­an, her body shak­ing, her eyes clos­ing to think. “I can’t be­lieve it. It is so un­fair.” She sobbed, then drew her hand across her face and bit her parched lips. The wind played at her gray hair. “Now is my turn to cry. An hour ago it was you!”

				“An hour is half a life.”

				“Come,” she took her hus­band’s arm. “Let us look at ev­ery­thing, be­cause it will be our last look­ing.”

				“The sun’ll be up in a few min­utes,” said the old man. “We must turn back now.”

				“Just one more mo­ment,” plead­ed the wom­an.

				“The sun will catch us.”

				“Let it catch me then!”

				“You don’t mean that.”

				“I mean noth­ing, noth­ing at all,” cried the wom­an.

				The sun was com­ing fast. The green in the val­ley burnt away. Sear­ing wind blast­ed from over the cliffs. Far away where sun bolts ham­mered bat­tle­ments of cliff, the huge stone faces shook their con­tents; those avalanch­es not al­ready pow­dered down, were now re­leased and fell like man­tles.

				“Dark!” shout­ed the fa­ther. The girl sprang over the warm floor of the val­ley, an­swer­ing, her hair a black flag be­hind her. Hands full of green fruits, she joined them.

				The sun rimmed the hori­zon with flame, the air con­vulsed dan­ger­ous­ly with it, and whis­tled.

				The cave peo­ple bolt­ed, shout­ing, pick­ing up their fall­en chil­dren, bear­ing vast loads of fruit and grass with them back to their deep hide­outs. In mo­ments the val­ley was bare. Ex­cept for one small child some­one had for­got­ten. He was run­ning far out on the flat­ness, but he was not strong enough, and the en­gulf­ing heat was drift­ing down from the cliffs even as he was half across the val­ley.

				Flow­ers were burnt in­to ef­fi­gies, grass­es sucked back in­to rocks like singed snakes, flow­er seeds whirled and fell in the sud­den fur­nace blast of wind, sown far in­to gul­lies and cran­nies, ready to blos­som at sun­set tonight, and then go to seed and die again.

				Sim’s fa­ther watched that child run­ning, alone, out on the floor of the val­ley. He and his wife and Dark and Sim were safe in the mouth of their tun­nel.

				“He’ll nev­er make it,” said fa­ther. “Do not watch him, wom­an. It’s not a good thing to watch.”

				They turned away. All ex­cept Sim, whose eyes had caught a glint of met­al far away. His heart ham­mered in him, and his eyes blurred. Far away, atop a low moun­tain, one of those met­al seeds from space re­flect­ed a daz­zling rip­ple of light! It was like one of his in­tra-em­bryo dreams ful­filled! A met­al space seed, in­tact, un­dam­aged, ly­ing on a moun­tain! There was his fu­ture! There was his hope for sur­vival! There was where he would go in a few days, when he was—strange thought—a grown man!

				The sun plunged in­to the val­ley like molten la­va.

				The lit­tle run­ning child screamed, the sun burned, and the scream­ing stopped.

				Sim’s moth­er walked painful­ly, with sud­den age, down the tun­nel, paused, reached up, broke off two last ici­cles that had formed dur­ing the night. She hand­ed one to her hus­band, kept the oth­er. “We will drink one last toast. To you, to the chil­dren.”

				“To you,” he nod­ded to her. “To the chil­dren.” They lift­ed the ici­cles. The warmth melt­ed the ice down in­to their thirsty mouths.

			
			
				III

				All day the sun seemed to blaze and erupt in­to the val­ley. Sim could not see it, but the vivid pic­to­ri­als in his par­ents’ minds were suf­fi­cient ev­i­dence of the na­ture of the day fire. The light ran like mer­cury, siz­zling and roast­ing the caves, pok­ing in­ward, but nev­er pen­e­trat­ing deeply enough. It light­ed the caves. It made the hol­lows of the cliff com­fort­ably warm.

				Sim fought to keep his par­ents young. But no mat­ter how hard he fought with mind and im­age, they be­came like mum­mies be­fore him. His fa­ther seemed to dis­solve from one stage of old­ness to an­oth­er. This is what will hap­pen to me soon, thought Sim in ter­ror.

				Sim grew up­on him­self. He felt the di­ges­tive-elim­i­na­to­ry move­ments of his body. He was fed ev­ery minute, he was con­tin­u­al­ly swal­low­ing, feed­ing. He be­gan to fit words to im­ages and pro­cess­es. Such a word was love. It was not an ab­strac­tion, but a process, a stir of breath, a smell of morn­ing air, a flut­ter of heart, the curve of arm hold­ing him, the look in the sus­pend­ed face of his moth­er. He saw the pro­cess­es, then searched be­hind her sus­pend­ed face and there was the word, in her brain, ready to use. His throat pre­pared to speak. Life was push­ing him, rush­ing him along to­ward obliv­ion.

				He sensed the ex­pan­sion of his fin­ger­nails, the ad­just­ments of his cells, the pro­fu­sion of his hair, the mul­ti­pli­ca­tion of his bones and sinew, the groov­ing of the soft pale wax of his brain. His brain at birth as clear as a cir­cle of ice, in­no­cent, un­marked, was, an in­stant lat­er, as if hit with a thrown rock, cracked and marked and pat­terned in a mil­lion crevices of thought and dis­cov­ery.

				His sis­ter, Dark, ran in and out with oth­er lit­tle hot­house chil­dren, for­ev­er eat­ing. His moth­er trem­bled over him, not eat­ing, she had no ap­petite, her eyes were webbed shut.

				“Sun­set,” said his fa­ther, at last.

				The day was over. The light fad­ed, a wind sound­ed.

				His moth­er arose. “I want to see the out­side world once more … just once more. …” She stared blind­ly, shiv­er­ing.

				His fa­ther’s eyes were shut, he lay against the wall.

				“I can­not rise,” he whis­pered faint­ly. “I can­not.”

				“Dark!” The moth­er croaked, the girl came run­ning. “Here,” and Sim was hand­ed to the girl. “Hold to Sim, Dark, feed him, care for him.” She gave Sim one last fondling touch.

				Dark said not a word, hold­ing Sim, her great green eyes shin­ing wet­ly.

				“Go now,” said the moth­er. “Take him out in­to the sun­set time. En­joy your­selves. Pick foods, eat. Play.”

				Dark walked away with­out look­ing back. Sim twist­ed in her grasp, look­ing over her shoul­der with un­be­liev­ing, trag­ic eyes. He cried out and some­how sum­moned from his lips the first word of his ex­is­tence.

				“Why … ?”

				He saw his moth­er stiff­en. “The child spoke!”

				“Aye,” said his fa­ther. “Did you hear what he said?”

				“I heard,” said the moth­er qui­et­ly.

				The last thing Sim saw of his liv­ing par­ents was his moth­er weak­ly, sway­ing­ly, slow­ly mov­ing across the floor to lie be­side her silent hus­band. That was the last time he ev­er saw them move.

			
			
				IV

				The night came and passed and then start­ed the sec­ond day.

				The bod­ies of all those who had died dur­ing the night were car­ried in a fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion to the top of a small hill. The pro­ces­sion was long, the bod­ies nu­mer­ous.

				Dark walked in the pro­ces­sion, hold­ing the new­ly walk­ing Sim by one hand. On­ly an hour be­fore dawn Sim had learned to walk.

				At the top of the hill, Sim saw once again the far off met­al seed. No­body ev­er looked at it, or spoke of it. Why? Was there some rea­son? Was it a mi­rage? Why did they not run to­ward it? Wor­ship it? Try to get to it and fly away in­to space?

				The fu­ner­al words were spo­ken. The bod­ies were placed up­on the ground where the sun, in a few min­utes, would cre­mate them.

				The pro­ces­sion then turned and ran down the hill, ea­ger to have their few min­utes of free time run­ning and play­ing and laugh­ing in the sweet air.

				Dark and Sim, chat­ter­ing like birds, feed­ing among the rocks, ex­changed what they knew of life. He was in his sec­ond day, she in her third. They were driv­en, as al­ways, by the mer­cu­ri­al speed of their lives.

				An­oth­er piece of his life opened wide.

				Fifty young men ran down from the cliffs, hold­ing sharp stones and rock dag­gers in their thick hands. Shout­ing, they ran off to­ward dis­tant black, low lines of small rock cliffs.

				“War!”

				The thought stood in Sim’s brain. It shocked and beat at him. These men were run­ning to fight, to kill, over there in those small black cliffs where oth­er peo­ple lived.

				But why? Wasn’t life short enough with­out fight­ing, killing?

				From a great dis­tance he heard the sound of con­flict, and it made his stom­ach cold. “Why, Dark, why?”

				Dark didn’t know. Per­haps they would un­der­stand to­mor­row. Now, there was the busi­ness of eat­ing to sus­tain and sup­port their lives. Watch­ing Dark was like see­ing a lizard for­ev­er flick­er­ing its pink tongue, for­ev­er hun­gry.

				Pale chil­dren ran on all sides of them. One bee­tle-like boy scut­tled up the rocks, knock­ing Sim aside, to take from him a par­tic­u­lar­ly lus­cious red berry he had found grow­ing un­der an out­crop.

				The child ate hasti­ly of the fruit be­fore Sim could gain his feet. Then Sim hurled him­self un­steadi­ly, the two of them fell in a ridicu­lous jum­ble, rolling, un­til Dark pried them, squalling, apart.

				Sim bled. A part of him stood off, like a god, and said, “This should not be. Chil­dren should not be this way. It is wrong!”

				Dark slapped the lit­tle in­trud­ing boy away. “Get on!” she cried. “What’s your name, bad one?”

				“Chion!” laughed the boy. “Chion, Chion, Chion!”

				Sim glared at him with all the fe­roc­i­ty in his small, un­skilled fea­tures. He choked. This was his en­e­my. It was as if he’d wait­ed for an en­e­my of per­son as well as scene. He had al­ready un­der­stood the avalanch­es, the heat, the cold, the short­ness of life, but these were things of places, of scene—mute, ex­trav­a­gant man­i­fes­ta­tions of un­think­ing na­ture, not mo­ti­vat­ed save by grav­i­ty and ra­di­a­tion. Here, now, in this strid­u­lent Chion he rec­og­nized a think­ing en­e­my!

				Chion dart­ed off, turned at a dis­tance, taunt­ing­ly cry­ing:

				“To­mor­row I will be big enough to kill you!”

				And he van­ished around a rock.

				More chil­dren ran, gig­gling, by Sim. Which of them would be friends, en­e­mies? How could friends and en­e­mies come about in this im­pos­si­ble, quick life­time? There was no time to make ei­ther, was there?

				Dark, as if know­ing his thoughts, drew him away. As they searched for de­sired foods, she whis­pered fierce­ly in his ear. “En­e­mies are made over things like stolen foods; gifts of long grass­es make friends. En­e­mies come, too, from opin­ions and thoughts. In five sec­onds you’ve made an en­e­my for life. Life’s so short en­e­mies must be made quick­ly.” And she laughed with an irony strange for one so young, who was grow­ing old­er be­fore her right­ful time. “You must fight to pro­tect your­self. Oth­ers, su­per­sti­tious ones, will try killing you. There is a be­lief, a ridicu­lous be­lief, that if one kills an­oth­er, the mur­der­er par­takes of the life en­er­gy of the slain, and there­fore will live an ex­tra day. You see? As long as that is be­lieved, you’re in dan­ger.”

				But Sim was not lis­ten­ing. Burst­ing from a flock of del­i­cate girls who to­mor­row would be tall, qui­eter, and who day af­ter that would gain breasts and the next day take hus­bands, Sim caught sight of one small girl whose hair was a vi­o­let blue flame.

				She ran past, brushed Sim, their bod­ies touched. Her eyes, white as sil­ver coins, shone at him. He knew then that he’d found a friend, a love, a wife, one who’d a week from now lie with him atop the fu­ner­al pyre as sun­light un­dressed their flesh from bone.

				On­ly the glance, but it held them in mid-mo­tion, one in­stant.

				“Your name?” he shout­ed af­ter her.

				“Lyte!” she called laugh­ing­ly back.

				“I’m Sim,” he an­swered, con­fused and be­wil­dered.

				“Sim!” she re­peat­ed it, flash­ing on. “I’ll re­mem­ber!”

				Dark nudged his ribs. “Here, eat,” she said to the dis­tract­ed boy. “Eat or you’ll nev­er get big enough to catch her.”

				From nowhere, Chion ap­peared, run­ning by. “Lyte!” he mocked, danc­ing malev­o­lent­ly along and away. “Lyte! I’ll re­mem­ber Lyte, too!”

				Dark stood tall and reed slen­der, shak­ing her dark ebony clouds of hair, sad­ly. “I see your life be­fore you, lit­tle Sim. You’ll need weapons soon to fight for this Lyte one. Now, hur­ry—the sun’s com­ing!”

				They ran back to the caves.

			
			
				V

				One-fourth of his life was over! Baby­hood was gone. He was now a young boy! Wild rains lashed the val­ley at night­fall. He watched new riv­er chan­nels cut in the val­ley, out past the moun­tain of the met­al seed. He stored the knowl­edge for lat­er use. Each night there was a new riv­er, a bed new­ly cut.

				“What’s be­yond the val­ley?” won­dered Sim.

				“No one’s ev­er been be­yond it,” ex­plained Dark. “All who tried to reach the plain were frozen to death or burnt. The on­ly land we know’s with­in half an hour’s run. Half an hour out and half an hour back.”

				“No one has ev­er reached the met­al seed, then?”

				Dark scoffed. “The Sci­en­tists, they try. Sil­ly fools. They don’t know enough to stop. It’s no use. It’s too far.”

				The Sci­en­tists. The word stirred him. He had al­most for­got­ten the vi­sion he had short hours af­ter birth. His voice was ea­ger. “Where are the Sci­en­tists?” he de­mand­ed.

				Dark looked away from him, “I wouldn’t tell you if I knew. They’d kill you, ex­per­i­ment­ing! I don’t want you join­ing them! Live your life, don’t cut it in half try­ing to reach that sil­ly met­al thing on the moun­tain.”

				“I’ll find out where they are from some­one else, then!”

				“No one’ll tell you! They hate the Sci­en­tists. You’ll have to find them on your own. And then what? Will you save us? Yes, save us, lit­tle boy!” Her face was sullen; al­ready half her life was gone, her breasts were be­gin­ning to shape. To­mor­row she must di­vine how best to live her youth, her love, and she knew no way to ful­ly plumb the depths of pas­sion in so short a space.

				“We can’t sit and talk and eat,” he protest­ed. “And noth­ing else.”

				“There’s al­ways love,” she re­tort­ed acid­ly. “It helps one for­get. Gods, yes,” she spat it out. “Love!”

				

				Sim ran through the tun­nels, seek­ing. Some­times he half imag­ined where the Sci­en­tists were. But then a flood of an­gry thought from those around him, when he asked the di­rec­tion to the Sci­en­tists’ cave, washed over him in con­fu­sion and re­sent­ment. Af­ter all, it was the Sci­en­tists’ fault that they had been placed up­on this ter­ri­ble world! Sim flinched un­der the bom­bard­ment of oaths and curs­es.

				Qui­et­ly he took his seat in a cen­tral cham­ber with the chil­dren to lis­ten to the grown men talk. This was the time of ed­u­ca­tion, the Time of Talk­ing. No mat­ter how he chafed at de­lay, or how great his im­pa­tience, even though life slipped fast from him and death ap­proached like a black me­te­or, he knew his mind need­ed knowl­edge. Tonight, then, was the night of school. But he sat un­easi­ly. On­ly five more days of life.

				Chion sat across from Sim, his thin-mouthed face ar­ro­gant.

				Lyte ap­peared be­tween the two. The last few hours had made her firmer foot­ed, gen­tler, taller. Her hair shone brighter. She smiled as she sat be­side Sim, ig­nor­ing Chion. And Chion be­came rigid at this and ceased eat­ing.

				The di­a­logue crack­led, filled the room. Swift as heart­beats, one thou­sand, two thou­sand words a minute. Sim learned, his head filled. He did not shut his eyes, but lapsed in­to a kind of dream­ing that was al­most in­tra-em­bry­on­ic in las­si­tude and drowsy vivid­ness. In the faint back­ground the words were spo­ken, and they wove a ta­pes­try of knowl­edge in his head.

				

				He dreamed of green mead­ows free of stones, all grass, round and rolling and rush­ing eas­i­ly to­ward a dawn with no taint of freez­ing, mer­ci­less cold or smell of boiled rock or scorched mon­u­ment. He walked across the green mead­ow. Over­head the met­al seeds flew by in a heav­en that was a steady, even tem­per­a­ture. Things were slow, slow, slow.

				Birds lin­gered up­on gi­gan­tic trees that took a hun­dred, two hun­dred, five thou­sand days to grow. Ev­ery­thing re­mained in its place, the birds did not flick­er ner­vous­ly at a hint of sun, nor did the trees suck back fright­ened­ly when a ray of sun­light poured over them.

				In this dream peo­ple strolled, they rarely ran, the heart rhythm of them was even­ly lan­guid, not jerk­ing and in­sane. Their kiss­es were long and lin­ger­ing, not the parched mouthings and twitch­ings of lovers who had eight days to live. The grass re­mained, and did not burn away in torch­es. The dream peo­ple talked al­ways of to­mor­row and liv­ing and not to­mor­row and dy­ing. It all seemed so fa­mil­iar that when Sim felt some­one take his hand he thought it sim­ply an­oth­er part of the dream.

				Lyte’s hand lay in­side his own. “Dream­ing?” she asked.

				“Yes.”

				“Things are bal­anced. Our minds, to even things, to bal­ance the un­fair­ness of our liv­ing, go back in on our­selves, to find what there is that is good to see.”

				He beat his hand against the stone floor again and again. “It does not make things fair! I hate it! It re­minds me that there is some­thing bet­ter, some­thing I have missed! Why can’t we be ig­no­rant! Why can’t we live and die with­out know­ing that this is an ab­nor­mal liv­ing?” And his breath rushed harsh­ly from his half-open, con­strict­ed mouth.

				“There is pur­pose in ev­ery­thing,” said Lyte. “This gives us pur­pose, makes us work, plan, try to find a way.”

				His eyes were hot emer­alds in his face. “I walked up a hill of grass, very slow­ly,” he said.

				“The same hill of grass I walked an hour ago?” asked Lyte.

				“Per­haps. Close enough to it. The dream is bet­ter than the re­al­i­ty.” He flexed his eyes, nar­rowed them. “I watched peo­ple and they did not eat.”

				“Or talk?”

				“Or talk, ei­ther. And we al­ways are eat­ing, al­ways talk­ing. Some­times those peo­ple in the dream sprawled with their eyes shut, not mov­ing a mus­cle.”

				As Lyte stared down in­to his face a ter­ri­ble thing hap­pened. He imag­ined her face black­en­ing, wrin­kling, twist­ing in­to knots of aged­ness. The hair blew out like snow about her ears, the eyes were like dis­col­ored coins caught in a web of lash­es. Her teeth sank away from her lips, the del­i­cate fin­gers hung like charred twigs from her at­ro­phied wrists. Her beau­ty was con­sumed and wast­ed even as he watched, and when he seized her, in ter­ror, he cried out, for he imag­ined his own hand cor­rod­ed, and he choked back a cry.

				“Sim, what’s wrong?”

				The sali­va in his mouth dried at the taste of the words.

				“Five more days. …”

				“The Sci­en­tists.”

				Sim start­ed. Who’d spo­ken? In the dim light a tall man talked. “The Sci­en­tists crashed us on this world, and now have wast­ed thou­sands of lives and time. It’s no use. It’s no use. Tol­er­ate them but give them none of your time. You on­ly live once, re­mem­ber.”

				Where were these hat­ed Sci­en­tists? Now, af­ter the Learn­ing, the Time of Talk­ing, he was ready to find them. Now, at least, he knew enough to be­gin his fight for free­dom, for the ship!

				“Sim, where’re you go­ing?”

				But Sim was gone. The echo of his run­ning feet died away down a shaft of pol­ished stone.

				

				It seemed that half the night was wast­ed. He blun­dered in­to a dozen dead ends. Many times he was at­tacked by the in­sane young men who want­ed his life en­er­gy. Their su­per­sti­tious rav­ings echoed af­ter him. The gash­es of their hun­gry fin­ger­nails cov­ered his body.

				He found what he looked for.

				A half dozen men gath­ered in a small basalt cave deep down in the cliff lode. On a ta­ble be­fore them lay ob­jects which, though un­fa­mil­iar, struck har­mo­nious chords in Sim.

				The Sci­en­tists worked in sets, old men do­ing im­por­tant work, young men learn­ing, ask­ing ques­tions; and at their feet were three small chil­dren. They were a process. Ev­ery eight days there was an en­tire­ly new set of sci­en­tists work­ing on any one prob­lem. The amount of work done was ter­ri­bly in­ad­e­quate. They grew old, fell dead just when they were be­gin­ning their cre­ative pe­ri­od. The cre­ative time of any one in­di­vid­u­al was per­haps a mat­ter of twelve hours out of his en­tire span. Three-quar­ters of one’s life was spent learn­ing, a brief in­ter­val of cre­ative pow­er, then se­nil­i­ty, in­san­i­ty, death.

				The men turned as Sim en­tered.

				“Don’t tell me we have a re­cruit?” said the el­dest of them.

				“I don’t be­lieve it,” said an­oth­er, younger one. “Chase him away. He’s prob­a­bly one of those war­mon­gers.”

				“No, no,” ob­ject­ed the el­der one, mov­ing with lit­tle shuf­fles of his bare feet to­ward Sim. “Come in, come in, boy.” He had friend­ly eyes, slow eyes, un­like those of the swift in­hab­i­tants of the up­per caves. Grey and qui­et. “What do you want?”

				Sim hes­i­tat­ed, low­ered his head, un­able to meet the qui­et, gen­tle gaze. “I want to live,” he whis­pered.

				The old man laughed qui­et­ly. He touched Sim’s shoul­der. “Are you a new breed? Are you sick?” he queried of Sim, half-se­ri­ous­ly. “Why aren’t you play­ing? Why aren’t you ready­ing your­self for the time of love and mar­riage and chil­dren? Don’t you know that to­mor­row night you’ll be an ado­les­cent? Don’t you re­al­ize that if you are not care­ful you’ll miss all of life?” He stopped.

				Sim moved his eyes back and forth with each query. He blinked at the in­stru­ments on the ta­ble top. “Shouldn’t I be here?” he asked, naive­ly.

				“Cer­tain­ly,” roared the old man, stern­ly. “But it’s a mir­a­cle you are. We’ve had no vol­un­teers from the rank and file for a thou­sand days! We’ve had to breed our own sci­en­tists, a closed unit! Count us! Six! Six men! And three chil­dren! Are we not over­whelm­ing?” The old man spat up­on the stone floor. “We ask for vol­un­teers and the peo­ple shout back at us, ‘Get some­one else!’ or ‘We have no time!’ And you know why they say that?”

				“No.” Sim flinched.

				“Be­cause they’re self­ish. They’d like to live longer, yes, but they know that any­thing they do can­not pos­si­bly in­sure their own lives any ex­tra time. It might guar­an­tee longer life to some fu­ture off­spring of theirs. But they won’t give up their love, their brief youth, give up one in­ter­val of sun­set or sun­rise!”

				Sim leaned against the ta­ble, earnest­ly. “I un­der­stand.”

				“You do?” The old man stared at him blind­ly. He sighed and slapped the child’s thigh, gen­tly. “Yes, of course, you do. It’s too much to ex­pect any­one to un­der­stand, any more. You’re rare.”

				The oth­ers moved in around Sim and the old man.

				“I am Di­enc. To­mor­row night Cort here will be in my place. I’ll be dead by then. And the night af­ter that some­one else will be in Cort’s place, and then you, if you work and be­lieve—but first, I give you a chance. Re­turn to your play­mates if you want. There is some­one you love? Re­turn to her. Life is short. Why should you care for the un­born to come? You have a right to youth. Go now, if you want. Be­cause if you stay you’ll have no time for any­thing but work­ing and grow­ing old and dy­ing at your work. But it is good work. Well?”

				Sim looked at the tun­nel. From a dis­tance the wind roared and blew, the smells of cook­ing and the pat­ter of naked feet sound­ed, and the laugh­ter of lovers was an in­creas­ing­ly good thing to hear. He shook his head, im­pa­tient­ly, and his eyes were wet.

				“I will stay,” he said.

			
			
				VI

				The third night and third day passed. It was the fourth night. Sim was drawn in­to their liv­ing. He learned about that met­al seed up­on the top of the far moun­tain. He heard of the orig­i­nal seeds—things called “ships” that crashed and how the sur­vivors hid and dug in the cliffs, grew old swift­ly and in their scrab­bling to bare­ly sur­vive, for­got all sci­ence. Knowl­edge of me­chan­i­cal things had no chance of sur­vival in such a vol­canic civ­i­liza­tion. There was on­ly now for each hu­man.

				Yes­ter­day didn’t mat­ter, to­mor­row stared them vivid­ly in their very faces. But some­how the ra­di­a­tions that had forced their ag­ing had al­so in­duced a kind of tele­path­ic com­mu­ni­ca­tion where­by philoso­phies and im­pres­sions were ab­sorbed by the new born. Racial mem­o­ry, grow­ing in­stinc­tive­ly, pre­served mem­o­ries of an­oth­er time.

				“Why don’t we go to that ship on the moun­tain?” asked Sim.

				“It is too far. We would need pro­tec­tion from the sun,” ex­plained Di­enc.

				“Have you tried to make pro­tec­tion?”

				“Salves and oint­ments, suits of stone and bird-wing and, re­cent­ly, crude met­als. None of which worked. In ten thou­sand more life­times per­haps we’ll have made a met­al in which will flow cool wa­ter to pro­tect us on the march to the ship. But we work so slow­ly, so blind­ly. This morn­ing, ma­ture, I took up my in­stru­ments. To­mor­row, dy­ing, I lay them down. What can one man do in one day? If we had ten thou­sand men, the prob­lem would be solved. …”

				“I will go to the ship,” said Sim.

				“Then you will die,” said the old man. A si­lence had fall­en on the room at Sim’s words. Then the men stared at Sim. “You are a very self­ish boy.”

				“Self­ish!” cried Sim, re­sent­ful­ly.

				The old man pat­ted the air. “Self­ish in a way I like. You want to live longer, you’ll do any­thing for that. You will try for the ship. But I tell you it is use­less. Yet, if you want to, I can­not stop you. At least you will not be like those among us who go to war for an ex­tra few days of life.”

				“War?” asked Sim. “How can there be war here?”

				And a shud­der ran through him. He did not un­der­stand.

				“To­mor­row will be time enough for that,” said Di­enc. “Lis­ten to me, now.”

				The night passed.

			
			
				VII

				It was morn­ing. Lyte came shout­ing and sob­bing down a cor­ri­dor, and ran full in­to his arms. She had changed again. She was old­er, again, more beau­ti­ful. She was shak­ing and she held to him. “Sim, they’re com­ing af­ter you!”

				Bare feet marched down the cor­ri­dor, surged in­ward at the open­ing. Chion stood grin­ning there, taller, too, a sharp rock in ei­ther of his hands. “Oh, there you are, Sim!”

				“Go away!” cried Lyte sav­age­ly whirling on him.

				“Not un­til we take Sim with us,” Chion as­sured her. Then, smil­ing at Sim. “If that is, he is with us in the fight.”

				Di­enc shuf­fled for­ward, his eye weak­ly flut­ter­ing, his bird­like hands fum­bling in the air. “Leave!” he shrilled an­gri­ly. “This boy is a Sci­en­tist now. He works with us.”

				Chion ceased smil­ing. “There is bet­ter work to be done. We go now to fight the peo­ple in the far­thest cliffs.” His eyes glit­tered anx­ious­ly. “Of course, you will come with us, Sim?”

				“No, no!” Lyte clutched at his arm.

				Sim pat­ted her shoul­der, then turned to Chion. “Why are you at­tack­ing these peo­ple?”

				“There are three ex­tra days for those who go with us to fight.”

				“Three ex­tra days! Of liv­ing?”

				Chion nod­ded firm­ly. “If we win, we live eleven days in­stead of eight. The cliffs they live in, some­thing about the min­er­al in it! Think of it, Sim, three long, good days of life. Will you join us?”

				Di­enc in­ter­rupt­ed. “Get along with­out him. Sim is my pupil!”

				Chion snort­ed. “Go die, old man. By sun­set tonight you’ll be charred bone. Who are you to or­der us? We are young, we want to live longer.”

				Eleven days. The words were un­be­liev­able to Sim. Eleven days. Now he un­der­stood why there was war. Who wouldn’t fight to have his life length­ened by al­most half its to­tal. So many more days of youth and love and see­ing and liv­ing! Yes. Why not, in­deed!

				“Three ex­tra days,” called Di­enc, stri­dent­ly, “if you live to en­joy them. If you’re not killed in bat­tle. If. If! You have nev­er won yet. You have al­ways lost!”

				“But this time,” Chion de­clared sharply, “We’ll win!”

				Sim was be­wil­dered. “But we are all of the same an­ces­tors. Why don’t we all share the best cliffs?”

				Chion laughed and ad­just­ed a sharp stone in his hand. “Those who live in the best cliffs think they are bet­ter than us. That is al­ways man’s at­ti­tude when he has pow­er. The cliffs there, be­sides, are small­er, there’s room for on­ly three hun­dred peo­ple in them.”

				Three ex­tra days.

				“I’ll go with you,” Sim said to Chion.

				“Fine!” Chion was very glad, much too glad at the de­ci­sion.

				Di­enc gasped.

				Sim turned to Di­enc and Lyte. “If I fight, and win, I will be half a mile clos­er to the Ship. And I’ll have three ex­tra days in which to strive to reach the Ship. That seems the on­ly thing for me to do.”

				Di­enc nod­ded, sad­ly. “It is the on­ly thing. I be­lieve you. Go along now.”

				“Good­bye,” said Sim.

				The old man looked sur­prised, then he laughed as at a lit­tle joke on him­self. “That’s right—I won’t see you again, will I? Good­bye, then.” And they shook hands.

				They went out, Chion, Sim, and Lyte, to­geth­er, fol­lowed by the oth­ers, all chil­dren grow­ing swift­ly in­to fight­ing men. And the light in Chion’s eyes was not a good thing to see.

				

				Lyte went with him. She chose his rocks for him and car­ried them. She would not go back, no mat­ter how he plead­ed. The sun was just be­yond the hori­zon and they marched across the val­ley.

				“Please, Lyte, go back!”

				“And wait for Chion to re­turn?” she said. “He plans that when you die I will be his mate.” She shook out her un­be­liev­able blue-white curls of hair de­fi­ant­ly. “But I’ll be with you. If you fall, I fall.”

				Sim’s face hard­ened. He was tall. The world had shrunk dur­ing the night. Chil­dren packs screamed by hi­lar­i­ous in their food-search­ing and he looked at them with alien won­der: could it be on­ly four days ago he’d been like these? Strange. There was a sense of many days in his mind, as if he’d re­al­ly lived a thou­sand days. There was a di­men­sion of in­ci­dent and thought so thick, so mul­ti­col­ored, so rich­ly di­verse in his head that it was not to be be­lieved so much could hap­pen in so short a time.

				The fight­ing men ran in clus­ters of two or three. Sim looked ahead at the ris­ing line of small ebon cliffs. This, then, he said to him­self, is my fourth day. And still I am no clos­er to the Ship, or to any­thing, not even—he heard the light tread of Lyte be­side him—not even to her who bears my weapons and picks me ripe berries.

				One-half of his life was gone. Or a third of it—if he won this bat­tle. If.

				He ran eas­i­ly, lift­ing, let­ting fall his legs. This is the day of my phys­i­cal aware­ness, as I run I feed, as I feed I grow and as I grow I turn eyes to Lyte with a kind of dizzy­ing ver­ti­go. And she looks up­on me with the same gen­tle­ness of thought. This is the day of our youth. Are we wast­ing it? Are we los­ing it on a dream, a fol­ly?

				Dis­tant­ly he heard laugh­ter. As a child he’d ques­tioned it. Now he un­der­stood laugh­ter. This par­tic­u­lar laugh­ter was made of climb­ing high rocks and pluck­ing the green­est blades and drink­ing the head­i­est vin­tage from the morn­ing ices and eat­ing of the rock-fruits and tast­ing of young lips in new ap­petite.

				They neared the cliffs of the en­e­my.

				He saw the slen­der erect­ness of Lyte. The new sur­prise of her white breasts; the neck where if you touched you could time her pulse; the fin­gers which cupped in your own were an­i­mate and sup­ple and nev­er still; the. …

				Lyte snapped her head to one side. “Look ahead!” she cried. “See what is to come—look on­ly ahead.”

				He felt that they were rac­ing by part of their lives, leav­ing their youth on the path­side, with­out so much as a glance.

				“I am blind with look­ing at stones,” he said, run­ning.

				“Find new stones, then!”

				“I see stones—” His voice grew gen­tle as the palm of her hand. The land­scape float­ed un­der him. Ev­ery­thing was like a fine wind, blow­ing dream­i­ly. “I see stones that make a ravine that lies in a cool shad­ow where the stone-berries are thick as tears. You touch a boul­der and the berries fall in silent red avalanch­es, and the grass is very ten­der. …”

				“I do not see it!” She in­creased her pace, turn­ing her head away.

				He saw the floss up­on her neck, like the small moss that grows sil­very and light on the cool side of peb­bles, that stirs if you breathe the light­est breath up­on it. He looked up­on him­self, his hands clenched as he heaved him­self for­ward to­ward death. Al­ready his hands were veined and youth-swollen.

				They were the hands of a young boy whose fin­gers are made for touch­ing, which are sud­den­ly sen­si­tive and with more sur­face, and are ner­vous, and seem not a part of him be­cause they are so big for the slen­der lengths of his arms. His neck, through which the blood ached and pumped, was build­ing out with age, too, with tiny blue ten­drils of veins imbed­ded and flar­ing in it.

				Lyte hand­ed him food to eat.

				“I am not hun­gry,” he said.

				“Eat, keep your mouth full,” she com­mand­ed sharply. “So you will not talk to me this way!”

				“If I could on­ly kiss you,” he plead­ed. “Just one time.”

				“Af­ter the bat­tle there may be time.”

				“Gods!” He roared, an­guished. “Who cares for bat­tles!”

				Ahead of them, rocks hailed down, thud­ding. A man fell with his skull split wide. The war was be­gun.

				Lyte passed the weapons to him. They ran with­out an­oth­er word un­til they en­tered the killing ground. Then he spoke, not look­ing at her, his cheeks col­or­ing. “Thank you,” he said.

				She ducked as a slung stone shot by her head. “It was not an easy thing for me,” she ad­mit­ted. “Sim! Be care­ful!”

				The boul­ders be­gan to roll in a syn­thet­ic avalanche from the bat­tle­ments of the en­e­my!

				

				On­ly one thought was in his mind now. To kill, to lessen the life of some­one else so he could live, to gain a foothold here and live long enough to make a stab at the ship. He ducked, he weaved, he clutched stones and hurled them up. His left hand held a flat stone shield with which he di­vert­ed the swift­ly plum­met­ing rocks. There was a spat­ting sound ev­ery­where. Lyte ran with him, en­cour­ag­ing him. Two men dropped be­fore him, slain, their breasts cleaved to the bone, their blood spring­ing out in un­be­liev­able founts.

				It was a use­less con­flict. Sim re­al­ized in­stant­ly how in­sane the ven­ture was. They could nev­er storm the cliff. A sol­id wall of rocks rained down. A dozen men dropped with shards of ebony in their brains, a half dozen more showed droop­ing, bro­ken arms. One screamed and the up­thrust white joint of his knee was ex­posed as the flesh was pulled away by two suc­ces­sive blows of well-aimed gran­ite. Men stum­bled over one an­oth­er.

				The mus­cles in his cheeks pulled tight and he be­gan to won­der why he had ev­er come. But his raised eyes, as he danced from side to side, weav­ing and bob­bing, sought al­ways the cliffs. He want­ed to live there so in­tense­ly, to have his chance. He would have to stick it out. But the heart was gone from him.

				Lyte screamed pierc­ing­ly. Sim, his heart pan­ick­ing, twist­ed and saw that her hand was loose at the wrist, with an ug­ly wound bleed­ing pro­fuse­ly on the back of the knuck­les. She clamped it un­der her armpit to soothe the pain. The anger rose in him and ex­plod­ed. In his fury he raced for­ward, throw­ing his mis­siles with dead­ly ac­cu­ra­cy. He saw a man top­ple and flail down, fall­ing from one lev­el to an­oth­er of the caves, a vic­tim of his shot. He must have been scream­ing, for his lungs were burst­ing open and closed and his throat was raw, and the ground spun mad­ly un­der his rac­ing feet.

				The stone that clipped his head sent him reel­ing and plung­ing back. He ate sand. The uni­verse dis­solved in­to pur­ple whorls. He could not get up. He lay and knew that this was his last day, his last time. The bat­tle raged around him, dim­ly he felt Lyte over him. Her hands cooled his head, she tried to drag him out of range, but he lay gasp­ing and telling her to leave him.

				“Stop!” shout­ed a voice. The whole war seemed to give pause. “Re­treat!” com­mand­ed the voice swift­ly. And as Sim watched, ly­ing up­on his side, his com­rades turned and fled back to­ward home.

				“The sun is com­ing, our time is up!” He saw their mus­cled backs, their mov­ing, tens­ing, flick­er­ing legs go up and down. The dead were left up­on the field. The wound­ed cried for help. But there was no time for the wound­ed. There was on­ly time for swift men to run the gaunt­let home and, their lungs aching and raw with heat­ed air, burst in­to their tun­nels be­fore the sun burnt and killed them.

				The sun!

				Sim saw an­oth­er fig­ure rac­ing to­ward him. It was Chion! Lyte was help­ing Sim to his feet, whis­per­ing help­ful­ly to him. “Can you walk?” she asked. And he groaned and said, “I think so.” “Walk then,” she said. “Walk slow­ly, and then faster and faster. We’ll make it. Walk slow­ly, start care­ful­ly. We’ll make it, I know we will.”

				Sim got to his feet, stood sway­ing. Chion raced up, a strange ex­pres­sion cut­ting lines in his cheeks, his eyes shin­ing with bat­tle. Push­ing Lyte abrupt­ly aside he seized up­on a rock and dealt Sim a jolt­ing blow up­on his an­kle that laid wide the flesh. All of this was done quite silent­ly.

				Now he stood back, still not speak­ing, grin­ning like an an­i­mal from the night moun­tains, his chest pant­ing in and out, look­ing from the thing he had done, to Lyte, and back. He got his breath. “He’ll nev­er make it,” he nod­ded at Sim. “We’ll have to leave him here. Come along, Lyte.”

				Lyte, like a cat-an­i­mal, sprang up­on Chion, search­ing for his eyes, shriek­ing through her ex­posed, hard-pressed teeth. Her fin­gers stroked great bloody fur­rows down Chion’s arms and again, in­stant­ly, down his neck. Chion, with an oath, sprang away from her. She hurled a rock at him. Grunt­ing, he let it miss him, then ran off a few yards. “Fool!” he cried, turn­ing to scorn her. “Come along with me. Sim will be dead in a few min­utes. Come along!”

				Lyte turned her back on him. “I will go if you car­ry me.”

				Chion’s face changed. His eyes lost their gleam­ing. “There is no time. We would both die if I car­ried you.”

				Lyte looked through and be­yond him. “Car­ry me, then, for that’s how I wish it to be.”

				With­out an­oth­er word, glanc­ing fear­ful­ly at the sun, Chion fled. His foot­steps sped away and van­ished from hear­ing. “May he fall and break his neck,” whis­pered Lyte, sav­age­ly glar­ing at his form as it skirt­ed a ravine. She re­turned to Sim. “Can you walk?”

				

				Ag­o­nies of pain shot up his leg from the wound­ed an­kle. He nod­ded iron­i­cal­ly. “We could make it to the cave in two hours, walk­ing. I have an idea, Lyte. Car­ry me.” And he smiled with the grim joke.

				She took his arm. “Nev­er­the­less we’ll walk. Come.”

				“No,” he said. “We’re stay­ing here.”

				“But why?”

				“We came to seek a home here. If we walk we will die. I would rather die here. How much time have we?”

				To­geth­er they mea­sured the sun. “A few min­utes,” she said, her voice flat and dull. She held close to him.

				He looked at her. Lyte, he thought. To­mor­row I would have been a man. My body would have been strong and full and there would have been time with you, a-kiss­ing and a-touch­ing. Damn, but what kind of life is this where ev­ery last in­stant is drenched with fear and alert with death? Am I to be de­nied even some bit of re­al life?

				The black rocks of the cliff were pal­ing in­to deep pur­ples and browns as the sun be­gan to flood the world.

				What a fool he was! He should have stayed and worked with Di­enc, and thought and dreamed, and at least one time cupped Lyte’s mouth with his own.

				With the sinews of his neck stand­ing out de­fi­ant­ly he bel­lowed up­ward at the cliff holes.

				“Send me down one man to do bat­tle!”

				Si­lence. His voice echoed from the cliff. The air was warm.

				“It’s no use,” said Lyte, “They’ll pay no at­ten­tion.”

				He shout­ed again. “Hear me!” He stood with his weight on his good foot, his in­jured left leg throb­bing and pul­sat­ing with pain. He shook a fist. “Send down a war­rior who is no cow­ard! I will not turn and run home! I have come to fight a fair fight! Send a man who will fight for the right to his cave! Him I will sure­ly kill!”

				More si­lence. A wave of heat passed over the land, re­ced­ed.

				“Oh, sure­ly,” mocked Sim, hands on naked hips, head back, mouth wide, “sure­ly there’s one among you not afraid to fight a crip­ple!” Si­lence. “No?” Si­lence.

				“Then I have mis­cal­cu­lat­ed you. I’m wrong. I’ll stand here, then, un­til the sun shucks the flesh off my bone in black scraps, and call you the filthy names you de­serve.”

				He got an an­swer.

				“I do not like be­ing called names,” replied a man’s voice.

				Sim leaned for­ward, for­get­ting his crip­pled foot.

				A huge man ap­peared in a cave mouth on the third lev­el.

				“Come down,” urged Sim. “Come down, fat one, and kill me.”

				The man scowled se­ri­ous­ly at his op­po­nent a mo­ment, then lum­bered slow­ly down the path, his hands emp­ty of any weapons. Im­me­di­ate­ly ev­ery cave above clus­tered with heads. An au­di­ence for this dra­ma.

				The man ap­proached Sim. “We will fight by the rules, if you know them.”

				“I’ll learn as we go,” replied Sim.

				This pleased the man and he looked at Sim war­i­ly, but not un­kind­ly. “This much I will tell you,” of­fered the man gen­er­ous­ly. “If you die, I will give your mate shel­ter and she will live, as she pleas­es, be­cause she is the wife of a good man.”

				Sim nod­ded swift­ly. “I am ready,” he said.

				“The rules are sim­ple. We do not touch each oth­er, save with stones. The stones and the sun will do ei­ther of us in. Now is the time—”

			
			
				VIII

				A tip of the sun showed on the hori­zon. “My name is Nhoj,” said Sim’s en­e­my, ca­su­al­ly fin­ger­ing up a hand­ful of peb­bles and stones, weigh­ing them. Sim did like­wise. He was hun­gry. He had not eat­en for many min­utes. Hunger was the curse of this plan­et’s peo­ples—a per­pet­u­al de­mand­ing of emp­ty stom­achs for more, more food. His blood flushed weak­ly, shot tin­gling­ly through veins in jolt­ing throbs of heat and pres­sure, his rib­case shoved out, went in, shoved out again, im­pa­tient­ly.

				“Now!” roared the three hun­dred watch­ers from the cliffs. “Now!” they clam­ored, the men and wom­en and chil­dren bal­anced, in tur­moil on the ledges. “Now! Be­gin!”

				As if at a cue, the sun leaped high. It smote them a blow as with a flat, siz­zling stone. The two men stag­gered un­der the molten im­pact, sweat broke from their naked thighs and loins, un­der their arms and on their faces was a glaze like fine glass.

				Nhoj shift­ed his huge weight and looked at the sun as if in no hur­ry to fight. Then, silent­ly, with no warn­ing, he ka-nur­cked out a peb­ble with a star­tling trig­ger-flick of thumb and fore­fin­ger. It caught Sim flat on the cheek, stag­gered him back, so that a rock­et of un­bear­able pain climbed up his crip­pled foot and burst in­to ner­vous ex­plo­sion at the pit of his stom­ach. He tast­ed blood from his bleed­ing cheek.

				Nhoj moved serene­ly. Three more flick­ers of his mag­i­cal hands and three tiny, seem­ing­ly harm­less bits of stone flew like whistling birds. Each of them found a tar­get, slammed it. The nerve cen­ters of Sim’s body! One hit his stom­ach so that ten hours’ eat­ing al­most slid up his throat. A sec­ond got his fore­head, a third his neck. He col­lapsed to the boil­ing sand. His knee made a wrench­ing sound on the hard earth. His face was col­or­less and his eyes, squeezed tight, were push­ing tears out from the hot, quiv­er­ing lids. But even as he had fall­en he had let loose, with wild force, his hand­ful of stones!

				The stones purred in the air. One of them, and on­ly one, struck Nhoj. Up­on the left eye­ball. Nhoj moaned and laid his hands in the next in­stant to his shat­tered eye.

				Sim choked out a bit­ter, sigh­ing laugh. This much tri­umph he had. The eye of his op­po­nent. It would give him … Time. Oh, gods, he thought, his stom­ach retch­ing sick­ly, fight­ing for breath, this is a world of time. Give me a lit­tle more, just a tri­fle!

				Nhoj, one-eyed, weav­ing with pain, pelt­ed the writhing body of Sim, but his aim was off now, the stones flew to one side or if they struck at all they were weak and spent and life­less.

				Sim forced him­self half erect. From the cor­ners of his eyes he saw Lyte, wait­ing, star­ing at him, her lips breath­ing words of en­cour­age­ment and hope. He was bathed in sweat, as if a rain spray had show­ered him down.

				

				The sun was now ful­ly over the hori­zon. You could smell it. Stones glint­ed like mir­rors, the sand be­gan to roil and bub­ble. Il­lu­sions sprang up ev­ery­where in the val­ley. In­stead of one war­rior Nhoj he was con­front­ed by a dozen, each in an up­right po­si­tion, pre­par­ing to launch an­oth­er mis­sile. A dozen ir­reg­u­lar war­riors who shim­mered in the gold­en men­ace of day, like bronze gongs smit­ten, quiv­ered in one vi­sion!

				Sim was breath­ing des­per­ate­ly. His nos­trils flared and sucked and his mouth drank thirsti­ly of flame in­stead of oxy­gen. His lungs took fire like silk torch­es and his body was con­sumed. The sweat spilled from his pores to be in­stant­ly evap­o­rat­ed. He felt him­self shriv­el­ing, shriv­el­ing in on him­self, he imag­ined him­self look­ing like his fa­ther, old, sunken, slight, with­ered! Where was the sand? Could he move? Yes. The world wrig­gled un­der him, but now he was on his feet.

				There would be no more fight­ing.

				A mur­mur from the cliff told this. The sun­burnt faces of the high au­di­ence gaped and jeered and shout­ed en­cour­age­ment to their war­rior. “Stand straight, Nhoj, save your strength now! Stand tall and per­spire!” they urged him. And Nhoj stood, sway­ing light­ly, sway­ing slow­ly, a pen­du­lum in an in­can­des­cent fiery breath from the sky­line. “Don’t move, Nhoj, save your heart, save your pow­er!”

				“The Test, The Test!” said the peo­ple on the heights. “The test of the sun.”

				And this was the worst part of the fight. Sim squint­ed painful­ly at the dis­tort­ed il­lu­sion of cliff. He thought he saw his par­ents; fa­ther with his de­feat­ed face, his green eyes burn­ing, moth­er with her hair blow­ing like a cloud of grey smoke in the fire wind. He must get up to them, live for and with them!

				Be­hind him, Sim heard Lyte whim­per soft­ly. There was a whis­per of flesh against sand. She had fall­en. He did not dare turn. The strength of turn­ing would bring him thun­der­ing down in pain and dark­ness.

				His knees bent. If I fall, he thought, I’ll lie here and be­come ash­es. Where was Nhoj? Nhoj was there, a few yards from him, stand­ing bent, slick with per­spi­ra­tion, look­ing as if he were be­ing hit over the spine with great ham­mers of de­struc­tion.

				“Fall, Nhoj! Fall!” screamed Sim, men­tal­ly. “Fall, fall! Fall and die so I can take your place!”

				But Nhoj did not fall. One by one the peb­bles in his half-loose left hand plum­met­ed to the broil­ing sands and Nhoj’s lips peeled back, the sali­va burned away from his lips and his eyes glazed. But he did not fall. The will to live was strong in him. He hung as if by a wire.

				Sim fell to one knee!

				“Ahh!” wailed the know­ing voic­es from the cliff. They were watch­ing death. Sim jerked his head up, smil­ing me­chan­i­cal­ly, fool­ish­ly as if caught in the act of do­ing some­thing sil­ly. “No, no,” he in­sist­ed drowsi­ly, and got back up again. There was so much pain he was all one ring­ing numb­ness. A whirring, buzzing, fry­ing sound filled the land. High up, an avalanche came down like a cur­tain on a dra­ma, mak­ing no noise. Ev­ery­thing was qui­et ex­cept for a steady hum­ming. He saw fifty im­ages of Nhoj now, dressed in ar­mours of sweat, eyes puffed with tor­ture, cheeks sunken, lips peeled back like the rind of a dry­ing fruit. But the wire still held him.

				“Now,” mut­tered Sim, slug­gish­ly, with a thick, baked tongue be­tween his blaz­ing teeth. “Now I’ll fall and lie and dream.” He said it with slow, thought­ful plea­sure. He planned it. He knew how it must be done. He would do it ac­cu­rate­ly. He lift­ed his head to see if the au­di­ence was watch­ing.

				They were gone!

				The sun had driv­en them back in. All save one or two brave ones. Sim laughed drunk­en­ly and watched the sweat gath­er on his dead hands, hes­i­tate, drop off, plunge down to­ward sand and turn to steam half­way there.

				Nhoj fell.

				The wire was cut. Nhoj fell flat up­on his stom­ach, a gout of blood kicked from his mouth. His eyes rolled back in­to a white, sense­less in­san­i­ty.

				Nhoj fell. So did his fifty du­pli­cate il­lu­sions.

				All across the val­ley the winds sang and moaned and Sim saw a blue lake with a blue riv­er feed­ing it and low white hous­es near the riv­er with peo­ple go­ing and com­ing in the hous­es and among the tall green trees. Trees taller than sev­en men, be­side the riv­er mi­rage.

				“Now,” ex­plained Sim to him­self at last, “Now I can fall. Right—in­to—that—lake.”

				He fell for­ward.

				He was shocked when he felt the hands ea­ger­ly stop him in mid-plunge, lift him, hur­ry him off, high in the hun­gry air, like a torch held and waved, ablaze.

				“How strange is death,” he thought, and black­ness took him.

				

				He wak­ened to the flow of cool wa­ter on his cheeks.

				He opened his eyes fear­ful­ly. Lyte held his head up­on her lap, her fin­gers were mov­ing food to his mouth. He was tremen­dous­ly hun­gry and tired, but fear squeezed both of these things away. He strug­gled up­ward, see­ing the strange cave con­tours over­head.

				“What time is it?” he de­mand­ed.

				“The same day as the con­test. Be qui­et,” she said.

				“The same day!”

				She nod­ded amus­ed­ly. “You’ve lost noth­ing of your life. This is Nhoj’s cave. We are in­side the black cliff. We will live three ex­tra days. Sat­is­fied? Lie down.”

				“Nhoj is dead?” He fell back, pant­ing, his heart slam­ming his ribs. He re­laxed slow­ly. “I won. Gods, I won,” he breathed.

				“Nhoj is dead. So were we, al­most. They car­ried us in from out­side on­ly in time.”

				He ate ravenous­ly. “We have no time to waste. We must get strong. My leg—” He looked at it, test­ed it. There was a swathe of long yel­low grass­es around it and the ache had died away. Even as he watched the ter­rif­ic puls­ings of his body went to work and cured away the im­pu­ri­ties un­der the ban­dages. It has to be strong by sun­set, he thought. It has to be.

				He got up and limped around the cave like a cap­tured an­i­mal. He felt Lyte’s eyes up­on him. He could not meet her gaze. Fi­nal­ly, help­less­ly, he turned.

				She in­ter­rupt­ed him. “You want to go on to the ship?” she asked, soft­ly. “Tonight? When the sun goes down?”

				He took a breath, ex­haled it. “Yes.”

				“You couldn’t pos­si­bly wait un­til morn­ing?”

				“No.”

				“Then I’ll go with you.”

				“No!”

				“If I lag be­hind, let me. There’s noth­ing here for me.”

				They stared at each oth­er a long while. He shrugged weari­ly.

				“All right,” he said, at last. “I couldn’t stop you, I know that. We’ll go to­geth­er.”

			
			
				IX

				They wait­ed in the mouth of their new cave. The sun set. The stones cooled so that one could walk on them. It was al­most time for the leap­ing out and the run­ning to­ward the dis­tant, glit­ter­ing met­al seed that lay on the far moun­tain.

				Soon would come the rains. And Sim thought back over all the times he had watched the rains thick­en in­to creeks, in­to rivers that cut new beds each night. One night there would be a riv­er run­ning north, the next a riv­er run­ning north­east, the third night a riv­er run­ning due west. The val­ley was con­tin­u­al­ly cut and scarred by the tor­rents. Earth­quakes and avalanch­es filled the old beds. New ones were the or­der of the day. It was this idea of the riv­er and the di­rec­tions of the riv­er that he had turned over in his head for many hours. It might pos­si­bly—Well, he would wait and see.

				He no­ticed how liv­ing in this new cliff had slowed his pulse, slowed ev­ery­thing. A min­er­al re­sult, pro­tec­tion against the so­lar ra­di­a­tions. Life was still swift, but not as swift as be­fore.

				“Now, Sim!” cried Lyte, test­ing the val­ley air.

				They ran. Be­tween the hot death and the cold one. To­geth­er, away from the cliffs, out to­ward the dis­tant, beck­on­ing ship.

				Nev­er had they run this way in their lives. The sound of their feet run­ning was a hard, in­sis­tent clat­ter over vast ob­longs of rock, down in­to ravines, up the sides, and on again. They raked the air in and out their lungs. Be­hind them the cliffs fad­ed away in­to things they could nev­er turn back to now.

				They did not eat as they ran. They had eat­en to the burst­ing point in the cave, to save time. Now it was on­ly run­ning, a lift­ing of legs, a bal­anc­ing of bent el­bows, a con­vul­sion of mus­cles, a slak­ing in of air that had been fiery and was now cool­ing.

				“Are they watch­ing us?”

				Lyte’s breath­less voice snatched at his ears, above the pound of his heart.

				Who? But he knew the an­swer. The cliff peo­ples, of course. How long had it been since a race like this one? A thou­sand days? Ten thou­sand? How long since some­one had tak­en the chance and sprint­ed with an en­tire civ­i­liza­tion’s eyes up­on their backs, in­to gul­lies, across cool­ing plain. Were there lovers paus­ing in their laugh­ter back there, gaz­ing at the two tiny dots that were a man and wom­an run­ning to­ward des­tiny? Were chil­dren eat­ing of new fruits and stop­ping in their play to see the two peo­ple rac­ing against time? Was Di­enc still liv­ing, nar­row­ing hairy eye­brows down over fad­ing eyes, shout­ing them on in a fee­ble, rasp­ing voice, shak­ing a twist­ed hand? Were there jeers? Were they be­ing called fools, id­iots? And in the midst of the name call­ing, were peo­ple pray­ing them on, hop­ing they would reach the ship? Yes, un­der all the cyn­i­cism and pes­simism, some of them, all of them, must be pray­ing.

				Sim took a quick glance at the sky, which was be­gin­ning to bruise with the com­ing night. Out of nowhere clouds ma­te­ri­al­ized and a light show­er trailed across a gul­ly two hun­dred yards ahead of them. Light­ning beat up­on dis­tant moun­tains and there was a strong scent of ozone on the dis­turbed air.

				“The half­way mark,” pant­ed Sim, and he saw Lyte’s face half turn, long­ing­ly look­ing back at the life she was leav­ing. “Now’s the time, if we want to turn back, we still have time. An­oth­er minute—”

				

				Thun­der snarled in the moun­tains. An avalanche start­ed out small and end­ed up huge and mon­strous in a deep fis­sure. Light rain dot­ted Lyte’s smooth white skin. In a minute her hair was glis­ten­ing and sog­gy with rain.

				“Too late now,” she shout­ed over the pat­ting rhythm of her own naked feet. “We’ve got to go ahead!”

				And it was too late. Sim knew, judg­ing the dis­tances, that there was no turn­ing back now.

				His leg be­gan to pain him a lit­tle. He fa­vored it, slow­ing. A wind came up swift­ly. A cold wind that bit in­to the skin. But it came from the cliffs be­hind them, helped rather than hin­dered them. An omen? he won­dered. No.

				For as the min­utes went by it grew up­on him how poor­ly he had es­ti­mat­ed the dis­tance. Their time was dwin­dling out, but they were still an im­pos­si­ble dis­tance from the ship. He said noth­ing, but the im­po­tent anger at the slow mus­cles in his legs welled up in­to bit­ter­ly hot tears in his eyes.

				He knew that Lyte was think­ing the same as him­self. But she flew along like a white bird, seem­ing hard­ly to touch ground. He heard her breath go out and in her throat, like a clean, sharp knife in its sheath.

				Half the sky was dark. The first stars were peer­ing through lengths of black cloud. Light­ning jig­gled a path along a rim just ahead of them. A full thun­der­storm of vi­o­lent rain and ex­plod­ing elec­tric­i­ty fell up­on them.

				They slipped and skid­ded on moss-smooth peb­bles. Lyte fell, scram­bled up again with a burn­ing oath. Her body was scarred and dirty. The rain washed over her.

				The rain came down and cried on Sim. It filled his eyes and ran in rivers down his spine and he want­ed to cry with it.

				Lyte fell and did not rise, suck­ing her breath, her breasts quiv­er­ing.

				He picked her up and held her. “Run, Lyte, please, run!”

				“Leave me, Sim. Go ahead!” The rain filled her mouth. There was wa­ter ev­ery­where. “It’s no use. Go on with­out me.”

				He stood there, cold and pow­er­less, his thoughts sag­ging, the flame of hope blink­ing out. All the world was black­ness, cold fall­ing sheaths of wa­ter, and de­spair.

				“We’ll walk, then,” he said. “And keep walk­ing, and rest­ing.”

				They walked for fifty yards, eas­i­ly, slow­ly, like chil­dren out for a stroll. The gul­ly ahead of them filled with wa­ter that went slid­ing away with a swift wet sound, to­ward the hori­zon.

				Sim cried out. Tug­ging at Lyte he raced for­ward. “A new chan­nel,” he said, point­ing. “Each day the rain cuts a new chan­nel. Here, Lyte!” He leaned over the flood wa­ters.

				He dived in, tak­ing her with him.

				The flood swept them like bits of wood. They fought to stay up­right, the wa­ter got in­to their mouths, their noses. The land swept by on both sides of them. Clutch­ing Lyte’s fin­gers with in­sane strength, Sim felt him­self hurled end over end, saw flicks of light­ning on high, and a new fierce hope was born in him. They could no longer run, well, then they would let the wa­ter do the run­ning for them.

				With a speed that dashed them against rocks, split open their shoul­ders, abrad­ed their legs, the new, brief riv­er car­ried them. “This way!” Sim shout­ed over a sal­vo of thun­der and steered fran­ti­cal­ly to­ward the op­po­site side of the gul­ly. The moun­tain where the ship lay was just ahead. They must not pass it by. They fought in the trans­port­ing liq­uid and were slammed against the far side. Sim leaped up, caught at an over­hang­ing rock, locked Lyte in his legs, and drew him­self hand over hand up­ward.

				As quick­ly as it had come, the storm was gone. The light­ning fad­ed. The rain ceased. The clouds melt­ed and fell away over the sky. The wind whis­pered in­to si­lence.

				“The ship!” Lyte lay up­on the ground. “The ship, Sim. This is the moun­tain of the ship!”

				Now the cold came. The killing cold.

				They forced them­selves drunk­en­ly up the moun­tain. The cold slid along their limbs, got in­to their ar­ter­ies like a chem­i­cal and slowed them.

				Ahead of them, with a fresh-washed sheen, lay the ship. It was a dream. Sim could not be­lieve that they were ac­tu­al­ly so near it. Two hun­dred yards. One hun­dred and sev­en­ty yards. Gods, but it was cold.

				The ground be­came cov­ered with ice. They slipped and fell again and again. Be­hind them the riv­er was frozen in­to a blue-white snake of cold so­lid­i­ty. A few last drops of rain from some­where came down as hard pel­lets.

				Sim fell against the bulk of the ship. He was ac­tu­al­ly touch­ing it. Touch­ing it! He heard Lyte whim­per­ing in her con­strict­ed throat. This was the met­al, the ship. How many oth­ers had touched it in the long days? He and Lyte had made it!

				He touched it lov­ing­ly. Then, as cold as the air, his veins were chilled.

				Where was the en­trance?

				You run, you swim, you al­most drown, you curse, you sweat, you work, you reach a moun­tain, you go up it, you ham­mer on met­al, you shout with re­lief, you reach the ship, and then—you can’t find the en­trance.

				

				He fought to keep him­self from break­ing down. Slow­ly, he told him­self, but not too slow­ly, go around the ship. The met­al slid un­der his search­ing hands, so cold that his hands, sweat­ing, al­most froze to it. Now, far around to the side. Lyte moved with him. The cold held them like a fist. It be­gan to squeeze.

				The en­trance.

				Met­al. Cold, im­mutable met­al. A thin line of open­ing at the seal­ing point. Throw­ing all cau­tion aside, he beat at it. He felt his stom­ach seething with cold. His fin­gers were numb, his eyes were half frozen in their sock­ets. He be­gan to beat and search and scream against the met­al door. “Open up! Open up!” He stag­gered.

				The air­lock sighed. With a whis­per­ing of met­al on rub­ber bed­dings, the door swung soft­ly side­wise and van­ished back.

				He saw Lyte run for­ward, clutch at her throat, and drop in­side a small shiny cham­ber. He shuf­fled af­ter her, blankly.

				The air­lock door sealed shut be­hind him.

				He could not breathe. His heart be­gan to slow, to stop.

				They were trapped in­side the ship now, and some­thing was hap­pen­ing. He sank down to his knees and choked for air.

				The ship he had come to for sal­va­tion was now slow­ing his pulse, dark­en­ing his brain, poi­son­ing him. With a starved, faint kind of ex­pir­ing ter­ror, he re­al­ized that he was dy­ing.

				Black­ness.

				

				He had a dim sense of time pass­ing, of think­ing, strug­gling, to make his heart go quick, quick. … To make his eyes fo­cus. But the flu­id in his body lagged qui­et­ly through his set­tling veins and he heard his tem­ple puls­es thud, pause, thud, pause and thud again with lulling in­ter­mis­sions.

				He could not move, not a hand or leg or fin­ger. It was an ef­fort to lift the ton­nage of his eye­lash­es. He could not shift his face even, to see Lyte ly­ing be­side him.

				From a dis­tance came her ir­reg­u­lar breath­ing. It was like the sound a wound­ed bird makes with his dry, un­rav­eled pin­ions. She was so close he could al­most feel the heat of her; yet she seemed a long way re­moved.

				I’m get­ting cold! he thought. Is this death? This slow­ing of blood, of my heart, this cool­ing of my body, this drowsy think­ing of thoughts?

				Star­ing at the ship’s ceil­ing he traced its in­tri­cate sys­tem of tubes and ma­chines. The knowl­edge, the pur­pose of the ship, its ac­tions, seeped in­to him. He be­gan to un­der­stand in a kind of re­veal­ing las­si­tude just what these things were his eyes rest­ed up­on. Slow. Slow.

				There was an in­stru­ment with a gleam­ing white di­al.

				Its pur­pose?

				He drudged away at the prob­lem, like a man un­der­wa­ter.

				Peo­ple had used the di­al. Touched it. Peo­ple had re­paired it. In­stalled it. Peo­ple had dreamed of it be­fore the build­ing, be­fore the in­stalling, be­fore the re­pair­ing and touch­ing and us­ing. The di­al con­tained mem­o­ry of use and man­u­fac­ture, its very shape was a dream-mem­o­ry telling Sim why and for what it had been built. Giv­en time, look­ing at any­thing, he could draw from it the knowl­edge he de­sired. Some dim part of him reached out, dis­sect­ed the con­tents of things, an­a­lyzed them.

				This di­al mea­sured time!

				Mil­lions of days of time!

				But how could that be? Sim’s eyes di­lat­ed, hot and glit­ter­ing. Where were hu­mans who need­ed such an in­stru­ment?

				Blood thrummed and beat be­hind his eyes. He closed them.

				Pan­ic came to him. The day was pass­ing. I am ly­ing here, he thought, and my life slips away. I can­not move. My youth is pass­ing. How long be­fore I can move?

				Through a kind of port­hole he saw the night pass, the day come, the day pass, and again an­oth­er night. Stars danced fros­ti­ly.

				I will lie here for four or five days, wrin­kling and with­er­ing, he thought. This ship will not let me move. How much bet­ter if I had stayed in my home cliff, lived, en­joyed this short life. What good has it done to come here? I’m miss­ing all the twi­lights and dawns. I’ll nev­er touch Lyte, though she’s here at my side.

				Delir­i­um. His mind float­ed up. His thoughts whirled through the met­al ship. He smelled the ra­zor sharp smell of joined met­al. He heard the hull con­tract with night, re­lax with day.

				Dawn.

				Al­ready—an­oth­er dawn!

				To­day I would have been ma­ture. His jaw clenched. I must get up. I must move. I must en­joy my time of ma­tu­ri­ty.

				But he didn’t move. He felt his blood pump sleep­i­ly from cham­ber to red cham­ber in his heart, on down and around through his dead body, to be pu­ri­fied by his fold­ing and un­fold­ing lungs. Then the cir­cuit once more.

				The ship grew warm. From some­where a ma­chine clicked. Au­to­mat­i­cal­ly the tem­per­a­ture cooled. A con­trolled gust of air flushed the room.

				Night again. And then an­oth­er day.

				He lay and saw four days of his life pass.

				He did not try to fight. It was no use. His life was over.

				He didn’t want to turn his head now. He didn’t want to see Lyte with her face like his tor­tured moth­er’s—eye­lids like gray ash flakes, eyes like beat­en, sand­ed met­al, cheeks like erod­ed stones. He didn’t want to see a throat like parched thongs of yel­low grass, hands the pat­tern of smoke risen from a fire, breasts like des­ic­cat­ed rinds and hair stub­bly and un­shorn as moist gray weeds!

				And him­self? How did he look? Was his jaw sunken, the flesh of his eyes pit­ted, his brow lined and age-scarred?

				

				His strength be­gan to re­turn. He felt his heart beat­ing so slow that it was amaz­ing. One hun­dred beats a minute. Im­pos­si­ble. He felt so cool, so thought­ful, so easy.

				His head fell over to one side. He stared at Lyte. He shout­ed in sur­prise.

				She was young and fair.

				She was look­ing at him, too weak to say any­thing. Her eyes were like tiny sil­ver medals, her throat curved like the arm of a child. Her hair was blue fire eat­ing at her scalp, fed by the slen­der life of her body.

				Four days had passed and still she was young … no, younger than when they had en­tered the ship. She was still ado­les­cent.

				He could not be­lieve it.

				Her first words were, “How long will this last?”

				He replied, care­ful­ly. “I don’t know.”

				“We are still young.”

				“The ship. Its met­al is around us. It cuts away the sun and the things that came from the sun to age us.”

				Her eyes shift­ed thought­ful­ly. “Then, if we stay here—”

				“We’ll re­main young.”

				“Six more days? Four­teen more? Twen­ty?”

				“More than that, maybe.”

				She lay there, silent­ly. Af­ter a long time she said, “Sim?”

				“Yes.”

				“Let’s stay here. Let’s not go back. If we go back now, you know what’ll hap­pen to us … ?”

				“I’m not cer­tain.”

				“We’ll start get­ting old again, won’t we?”

				He looked away. He stared at the ceil­ing and the clock with the mov­ing fin­ger. “Yes. We’ll grow old.”

				“What if we grow old—in­stant­ly. When we step from the ship won’t the shock be too much?”

				“Maybe.”

				An­oth­er si­lence. He be­gan to move his limbs, test­ing them. He was very hun­gry. “The oth­ers are wait­ing,” he said.

				Her next words made him gasp. “The oth­ers are dead,” she said. “Or will be in a few hours. All those we knew back there are old and worn.”

				He tried to pic­ture them old. Dark, his sis­ter, bent and se­nile with time. He shook his head, wip­ing the pic­ture away. “They may die,” he said. “But there are oth­ers who’ve been born.”

				“Peo­ple we don’t even know,” said Lyte, flat­ly.

				“But, nev­er­the­less, our peo­ple,” he replied. “Peo­ple who’ll live on­ly eight days, or eleven days un­less we help them.”

				“But we’re young, Sim! We’re young! We can stay young!”

				He didn’t want to lis­ten. It was too tempt­ing a thing to lis­ten to. To stay here. To live. “We’ve al­ready had more time than the oth­ers,” he said. “I need work­ers. Men to heal this ship. We’ll get on our feet now, you and I, and find food, eat, and see if the ship is mov­able. I’m afraid to try to move it my­self. It’s so big. I’ll need help.”

				“But that means run­ning back all that dis­tance!”

				“I know.” He lift­ed him­self weak­ly. “But I’ll do it.”

				“How will you get the men back here?”

				“We’ll use the riv­er.”

				“If it’s there. It may be some­where else.”

				“We’ll wait un­til there is one, then. I’ve got to go back, Lyte. The son of Di­enc is wait­ing for me, my sis­ter, your broth­er, are old peo­ple, ready to die, and wait­ing for some word from us—”

				Af­ter a long while he heard her move, drag­ging her­self tired­ly to him. She put her head up­on his chest, her eyes closed, stroking his arm. “I’m sor­ry. For­give me. You have to go back. I’m a self­ish fool.”

				He touched her cheek, clum­si­ly. “You’re hu­man. I un­der­stand you. There’s noth­ing to for­give.”

				

				They found food. They walked through the ship. It was emp­ty. On­ly in the con­trol room did they find the re­mains of a man who must have been the chief pi­lot. The oth­ers had ev­i­dent­ly bailed out in­to space in emer­gen­cy lifeboats. This pi­lot, sit­ting at his con­trols, alone, had land­ed the ship on a moun­tain with­in sight of oth­er fall­en and smashed crafts. Its lo­ca­tion on high ground had saved it from the floods. The pi­lot him­self had died, prob­a­bly of heart fail­ure, soon af­ter land­ing. The ship had re­mained here, al­most with­in reach of the oth­er sur­vivors, per­fect as an egg, but silent, for—how many thou­sand days? If the pi­lot had lived, what a dif­fer­ent thing life might have been for the an­ces­tors of Sim and Lyte. Sim, think­ing of this—felt the dis­tant, omi­nous vi­bra­tion of war. How had the war be­tween worlds come out? Who had won? Or had both plan­ets lost and nev­er both­ered try­ing to pick up sur­vivors? Who had been right? Who was the en­e­my? Were Sim’s peo­ple of the guilty or in­no­cent side? They might nev­er know.

				He checked the ship hur­ried­ly. He knew noth­ing of its work­ings, yet as he walked its cor­ri­dors, pat­ted its ma­chines, he learned from it. It need­ed on­ly a crew. One man couldn’t pos­si­bly set the whole thing run­ning again. He laid his hand up­on one round, snout-like ma­chine. He jerked his hand away, as if burnt.

				“Lyte!”

				“What is it?”

				He touched the ma­chine again, ca­ressed it, his hand trem­bled vi­o­lent­ly, his eyes welled with tears, his mouth opened and closed, he looked at the ma­chine, lov­ing it, then looked at Lyte.

				“With this ma­chine—” he stam­mered, soft­ly, in­cred­u­lous­ly. “With—with this ma­chine I can—”

				“What, Sim?”

				He in­sert­ed his hand in­to a cup-like con­trap­tion with a lever in­side. Out of port­hole in front of him he could see the dis­tant line of cliffs. “We were afraid there might nev­er be an­oth­er riv­er run­ning by this moun­tain, weren’t we?” he asked, ex­ul­tant­ly.

				“Yes, Sim, but—”

				“There will be a riv­er. And I will come back, tonight! And I’ll bring men with me. Five hun­dred men! Be­cause with this ma­chine I can blast a riv­er bot­tom all the way to the cliffs, down which the wa­ters will rush, giv­ing my­self and the men a swift, sure way of trav­el­ing back!” He rubbed the ma­chine’s bar­rel-like body. “When I touched it, the life and method of it shot in­to me! Watch!” He de­pressed the lever.

				A beam of in­can­des­cent fire lanced out from the ship, scream­ing.

				Steadi­ly, ac­cu­rate­ly, Sim be­gan to cut away a riv­er bed for the storm wa­ters to flow in. The night was turned to day by its hun­gry eat­ing.

				

				The re­turn to the cliffs was to be car­ried out by Sim alone. Lyte was to re­main in the ship, in case of any mishap. The trip back seemed, at first glance, to be im­pos­si­ble. There would be no riv­er rush­ing to cut his time, to sweep him along to­ward his des­ti­na­tion. He would have to run the en­tire dis­tance in the dawn, and the sun would get him, catch him be­fore he’d reached safe­ty.

				“The on­ly way to do it is to start be­fore sun­rise.”

				“But you’d be frozen, Sim.”

				“Here.” He made ad­just­ments on the ma­chine that had just fin­ished cut­ting the riv­er bed in the rock floor of the val­ley. He lift­ed the smooth snout of the gun, pressed the lever, left it down. A gout of fire shot to­ward the cliffs. He fin­gered the range con­trol, fo­cused the flame end three miles from its source. Done. He turned to Lyte. “But I don’t un­der­stand,” she said.

				He opened the air­lock door. “It’s bit­ter cold out, and half an hour yet till dawn. If I run par­al­lel to the flame from the ma­chine, close enough to it, there’ll not be much heat but enough to sus­tain life, any­way.”

				“It doesn’t sound safe,” Lyte protest­ed.

				“Noth­ing does, on this world.” He moved for­ward. “I’ll have a half hour start. That should be enough to reach the cliffs.”

				“But if the ma­chine should fail while you’re still run­ning near its beam?”

				“Let’s not think of that,” he said.

				A mo­ment lat­er he was out­side. He stag­gered as if kicked in the stom­ach. His heart al­most ex­plod­ed in him. The en­vi­ron­ment of his world forced him in­to swift liv­ing again. He felt his pulse rise, kick­ing through his veins.

				The night was cold as death. The heat ray from the ship sliced across the val­ley, hum­ming, sol­id and warm. He moved next to it, very close. One mis­step in his run­ning and—

				“I’ll be back,” he called to Lyte.

				He and the ray of light went to­geth­er.

				

				In the ear­ly morn­ing the peo­ples in the caves saw the long fin­ger of or­ange in­can­des­cence and the weird whitish ap­pari­tion float­ing, run­ning along be­side it. There was mut­ter­ing and su­per­sti­tion.

				So when Sim fi­nal­ly reached the cliffs of his child­hood he saw alien peo­ples swarm­ing there. There were no fa­mil­iar faces. Then he re­al­ized how fool­ish it was to ex­pect fa­mil­iar faces. One of the old­er men glared down at him. “Who’re you?” he shout­ed. “Are you from the en­e­my cliff? What’s your name?”

				“I am Sim, the son of Sim!”

				“Sim!”

				An old wom­an shrieked from the cliff above him. She came hob­bling down the stone path­way. “Sim, Sim, it is you!”

				He looked at her, frankly be­wil­dered. “But I don’t know you,” he mur­mured.

				“Sim, don’t you rec­og­nize me? Oh, Sim, it’s me! Dark!”

				“Dark!”

				He felt sick at his stom­ach. She fell in­to his arms. This old, trem­bling wom­an with the half-blind eyes, his sis­ter.

				An­oth­er face ap­peared above. That of an old man. A cru­el, bit­ter face. It looked down at Sim and snarled. “Drive him away!” cried the old man. “He comes from the cliff of the en­e­my. He’s lived there! He’s still young! Those who go there can nev­er come back among us. Dis­loy­al beast!” And a rock hur­tled down.

				Sim leaped aside, pulling the old wom­an with him.

				A roar came from the peo­ple. They ran to­ward Sim, shak­ing their fists. “Kill him, kill him!” raved the old man, and Sim did not know who he was.

				“Stop!” Sim held out his hands. “I come from the ship!”

				“The ship?” The peo­ple slowed. Dark clung to him, look­ing up in­to his young face, puz­zling over its smooth­ness.

				“Kill him, kill him, kill him!” croaked the old man, and picked up an­oth­er rock.

				“I of­fer you ten days, twen­ty days, thir­ty more days of life!”

				The peo­ple stopped. Their mouths hung open. Their eyes were in­cred­u­lous.

				“Thir­ty days?” It was re­peat­ed again and again. “How?”

				“Come back to the ship with me. In­side it, one can live for­ev­er!”

				The old man lift­ed high a rock, then, chok­ing, fell for­ward in an apoplec­tic fit, and tum­bled down the rocks to lie at Sim’s feet.

				Sim bent to peer at the an­cient one, at the bleary, dead eyes, the loose, sneer­ing lips, the crum­pled, qui­et body.

				“Chion!”

				“Yes,” said Dark be­hind him, in a croak­ing, strange voice. “Your en­e­my. Chion.”

				

				That night a thou­sand war­riors start­ed for the ship as if go­ing to war. The wa­ter ran in the new chan­nel. Five hun­dred of them were drowned or lost be­hind in the cold. The oth­ers, with Sim, got through to the ship.

				Lyte await­ed them, and threw wide the met­al door.

				The weeks passed. Gen­er­a­tions lived and died in the cliffs, while the five hun­dred work­ers la­bored over the ship, learn­ing its func­tions and its parts.

				On the last day they dis­band­ed. Each ran to his sta­tion. Now there was a des­tiny of trav­el who still re­mained be­hind.

				Sim touched the con­trol plates un­der his fin­gers.

				Lyte, rub­bing her eyes, came and sat on the floor next to him, rest­ing her head against his knee, drowsi­ly. “I had a dream,” she said, look­ing off at some­thing far away. “I dreamed I lived in caves in a cliff on a cold-hot plan­et where peo­ple grew old and died in eight days and were burnt.”

				“What an im­pos­si­ble dream,” said Sim. “Peo­ple couldn’t pos­si­bly live in such a night­mare. For­get it. You’re awake now.”

				He touched the plates gen­tly. The ship rose and moved in­to space. Sim was right. The night­mare was over at last.

			
		
	
		
			Rocket Summer3

			The crowd gath­ered to make a cu­ri­ous noise this cold grey morn­ing be­fore the sched­uled Birth. They ar­rived in gleam­ing scar­let tum­ble­bugs and yel­low plas­tic bee­tles, yawn­ing and singing and ready. The Birth was a big thing for them.

			He stood alone up in his high of­fice tow­er win­dow, watch­ing them with a sad im­pa­tience in his grey eyes. His name was William Stan­ley, pres­i­dent of the com­pa­ny that owned this build­ing and all those oth­er work-hangars down on the tar­mac, and all that land­ing field stretch­ing two miles off in­to the Jer­sey mists. William Stan­ley was think­ing about the Birth.

			The Birth of what? Stan­ley’s large, fine­ly sculp­tured head felt heav­ier, old­er. Sci­ence, with a scalpel of in­tense flame would slash wide the skulls of en­gi­neers, chemists, me­chan­ics in a ti­tan­ic Cae­sar­i­an, and out would come the Rock­et!

			“Yezzir! Yezzir!” he heard the far-off, faint and rau­cous dec­la­ra­tions of the ven­dors and hawk­ers. “Buy ya Rock­et Toys! Buy ya Rock­et Games! Rock­et Pic­tures! Rock­et soap! Rock­et teethers for the tiny-tot! Rock­et, Rock­et, Rock­et! Hey!”

			Shut­ting the open glas­site frame be­fore him, his thin lips drew tight. Morn­ing af­ter morn­ing Amer­i­ca sent her pil­grims to this shrine. They peered in over the translu­cent re­straint bar­ri­er as if the Rock­et were a caged beast.

			He saw one small girl drop her Rock­et toy. It shat­tered, and was fold­ed un­der by the mov­ing crowd’s feet.

			“Mr. Stan­ley?”

			“Uh? Oh, Cap­tain Green­wald. Sor­ry. For­got you were here.” Stan­ley mea­sured his slow, thought­ful steps to his clean-topped desk. “Cap­tain,” he sighed weari­ly, “you’re look­ing at the un­hap­pi­est man alive.” He looked at Green­wald across the desk. “That Rock­et is the gift of a too-gen­er­ous sci­ence to a civ­i­liza­tion of adult-chil­dren who’ve fid­dled with dy­na­mite ev­er since No­bel in­vent­ed it. They—”

			He got no fur­ther. The of­fice door burst in­ward. A tall, work-grimed man strode swift­ly in—all oil, all heat, all sun­burnt, wrin­kled leather skin. Rock­et flame burnt in his dark, glar­ing eyes. He stopped short at Stan­ley’s desk, breath­ing heav­i­ly, lean­ing against it.

			Stan­ley no­ticed the wrench in the man’s fist. “Hel­lo, Simp­son.”

			Simp­son swore bit­ter­ly. “What’s all this guff about you stop­ping the Rock­et to­mor­row?” he de­mand­ed.

			Stan­ley nod­ded. “This isn’t a good time for it to go up.”

			Simp­son snort­ed. “This isn’t a good time,” he mim­icked. Then he swore again. “By George, it’s like telling a wom­an her ba­by’s been still­born!”

			“I know it’s hard to un­der­stand—”

			“Hard, hell!” shout­ed the man. “I’m Head Me­chan­ic! I’ve worked two years! The oth­ers have worked, too! And the Rock­et’ll trav­el to­mor­row or we’ll know why!”

			Stan­ley crushed out his cigar, in­side his fist. The room swayed im­per­cep­ti­bly in his vi­sion. Some­times, one want­ed to use a gun—he shook away the thought. He kept his tongue.

			Simp­son raged on. “Mr. Stan­ley, you have un­til three this af­ter­noon to change your mind. We’ll pull strings and you’ll be out of your job by the week­end! If not—” and he said the next words very slow­ly, “how would your wife look with her head bashed in, Mis­ter Stan­ley?”

			“You can’t threat­en me!”

			The door slammed in Stan­ley’s face. Simp­son was gone.

			

			Cap­tain Green­wald put out a man­i­cured hand. On one slen­der fin­ger shone a di­a­mond ring. His wrist was cir­cled by an ex­pen­sive watch. His shiny brown eyes were in­vis­i­bly cupped by con­tact lens­es. Green­wald was past fifty in­side; out­side he seemed bare­ly thir­ty. “I ad­vise you to for­get it, Stan­ley. Man’s wait­ed a mil­lion years for to­mor­row.”

			Stan­ley’s hand shook, light­ing a cig­a­rette. “Look here, Cap­tain, where are you go­ing?”

			“To the stars, of course.”

			Stan­ley snapped out the al­co­hol match. “In the name of heav­en, stop the melo­dra­ma and in­fe­ri­or se­man­tics. What kind of thing is this you’re hand­ing the peo­ple? What’ll it do to races, morals, men and wom­en?”

			Green­wald laughed. “I’m on­ly in­ter­est­ed in reach­ing the Moon. Then I’ll come back to earth, and re­tire, hap­pi­ly, and die.”

			Stan­ley stood there, tall and very grey. “Does the ef­fect of the in­tro­duc­tion of the cross­bow to Eng­lish and French his­to­ry in­ter­est you?”

			“Can’t say I know much about it.”

			“Do you re­call what gun­pow­der’s in­ven­tion did to civ­i­liza­tion?”

			“That’s ir­rel­e­vant!”

			“You must ad­mit if there’d been some sub­jec­tive plan­ning with the au­to and air­plane, mil­lions of lives would’ve been saved, and many wars pre­vent­ed. An eth­i­cal code should’ve been writ­ten for all such in­ven­tions and strict­ly ob­served, or else the in­ven­tion for­feit­ed.”

			Green­wald shook his head, grin­ning. “I’ll let you han­dle that half of it. I’ll do the trav­el­ing. I’m will­ing to abide by any such rules, if you’ll draw them up and en­force them. All I want is to reach the Moon first. I’ve got to get down­stairs now. We’re still load­ing the ship, you know, in spite of your de­cree. We ex­pect to get around you some­how. I’m sym­pa­thet­ic, of course, to your be­liefs. I’ll do any­thing you say ex­cept ground the Rock­et. I won’t get vi­o­lent, but I can’t vouch for Simp­son. He’s a tough man, with strong no­tions.”

			They walked from the of­fice to the drop­per. Com­pres­sion slid them down to ground lev­el, where they stepped out, Stan­ley still re-em­pha­siz­ing his be­liefs. “—for cen­turies sci­ence has giv­en hu­man­i­ty play-toys, ships, ma­chines, guns, cars, and now a Rock­et, all with supreme dis­re­gard for man’s needs.”

			“Sci­ence,” an­nounced Green­wald as they emerged on­to the tar­mac, “has pro­duced, via pri­vate en­ter­prise, greater amounts of goods than ev­er in his­to­ry! Why, con­sid­er the med­i­cal de­vel­op­ments!”

			“Yes,” said Stan­ley dogged­ly, “we cure man’s can­cer and pre­serve his greed in a spe­cial serum. They used to say ‘Starve a cold, stuff a fever.’ To­day’s fever is ma­te­ri­al­ism. All the things sci­ence has pro­duced on­ly touch the Body. When Sci­ence in­vents some­thing to touch the Mind, I’ll give it its due. No.

			“You cloak your voy­age with ro­man­tic ter­mi­nol­o­gy. Out­ward to the stars! you cry! Words! What’s the fact? Why, why this rock­et? Greater pro­duc­tion? We have that! Ad­ven­ture? Poor ex­cuse to up­root Earth. Ex­plo­ration? It could wait a few years. Leben­sraum? Hard­ly. Why, then, Cap­tain?”

			“Eh?” mur­mured Green­wald dis­tract­ed­ly. “Ah. Here’s the Rock­et, now.”

			They walked in the in­cred­i­ble Rock­et shad­ow. Stan­ley looked at the crowd be­yond the bar­ri­er. “Look at them. Their sex still a mix­ture of Vic­to­ri­an voodoo and clab­bered Freud. With ed­u­ca­tion need­ing re­ori­en­ta­tion, with wars threat­en­ing, with re­li­gion and phi­los­o­phy con­fused, you want to jump off in­to space!”

			Stan­ley shook his head. “Oh, I don’t doubt your sin­cer­i­ty, Cap­tain. I just say your tim­ing’s poor. If we give them a Rock­et toy to play with, do you hon­est­ly think they’ll solve war, ed­u­ca­tion, uni­ty, thought? Why, they’d pro­pel them­selves away from it so quick­ly your head’d swim! Wars would be fought be­tween worlds. But if we want more wars, let’s have them here, where we can get at their sources, be­fore we leap to the as­ter­oids seek­ing our lost pride of race.

			“What lit­tle uni­ty we do have would be bro­ken by coun­tries and in­di­vid­u­als clam­or­ing and cut-throat­ing for plan­ets and satel­lites!”

			Paus­ing, Stan­ley saw the me­chan­ics stand­ing in the Rock­et shad­ow, hat­ing him. Out­side the bar­ri­er, the crowd rec­og­nized him; their mur­mur grew to a roar of dis­ap­proval.

			Green­wald in­di­cat­ed them. “They’re won­der­ing why you wait­ed so long be­fore de­cid­ing to stop the Rock­et.”

			“Tell them I thought there’d be laws con­trol­ling it. Tell them the cor­po­ra­tions played along, smil­ing and bob­bing to me, un­til the Rock­et was com­plet­ed. Then they threw off their false faces and with­drew the leg­is­la­tion on­ly this morn­ing. Tell them that, Cap­tain. And tell them the leg­is­la­tion I planned would’ve meant a slow, in­tel­li­gent Rock­et ex­pan­sion over an era of three cen­turies. Then ask them if they think any busi­ness man could wait even five min­utes.”

			Cap­tain Green­wald scowled. “All I want to do is prove it can be done. Af­ter I come back down, if I can help in any way to con­trol the Rock­et, I’m your man, Stan­ley. Af­ter I prove it’s pos­si­ble, I don’t care what in hell hap­pens. …”

			Stan­ley slid in­to his ’copter, waved mo­rose­ly at the cap­tain. The crowd shout­ed, waved its fists at him over the bar­ri­er. He sat watch­ing their dis­tort­ed, sullen faces. They de­test­ed him. The Rock­et bal­loon man, the Rock­et soap man, the tourists de­test­ed him.

			What was more, when his son Tom­my found out, Tom­my would hate him, too.

			

			He took his time, head­ing home. He let the green hills slide un­der. He set the au­to­mat­ic pi­lot and sank back in­to the sponge-soft­ness, sus­pend­ed in a hum­ming, bliss­ful dream. Mu­sic played. Cig­a­rettes and whiskey were in reach if he de­sired them. Soft mu­sic. He could lapse back in­to the dream­ing tide, dis­solve wor­ry, smoke, drink, chor­tle, lux­u­ri­ous­ly, sleep, for­get, pull a shell of syn­thet­ic, hyp­no­tiz­ing ob­jects in about him­self.

			And wake ten years from to­day with his wife dis­in­te­grat­ing swift­ly in his arms. And one day see his son’s skull shat­tered against a plas­tic wall.

			And his own heart whirled and burst by some vast atom pow­er of a star­ship pass­ing Earth far out in space!

			He dumped the whiskey over the side, fol­lowed it with the cig­a­rettes. Fi­nal­ly, he clicked off the soft mu­sic.

			There was his home. His eyes kin­dled. It lay out up­on a green mead­ow, far from the vil­lages and towns, salt-white and sur­round­ed by ta­pered sycamores. As he watched, low­er­ing his ’copter, he saw the blonde streak across the lawn; that was his daugh­ter, Alyce. Some­where else on the premis­es his son gam­boled. Nei­ther of them feared the dark.

			An­gri­ly, Stan­ley poured on full speed. The land­scape jerked and van­ished be­hind him. He want­ed to be alone. He couldn’t face them, yet. Speed was the an­swer. Wind whis­tled, roared, rushed by the hurtling ’copter. He rammed it on. Col­or rose in his cheeks.

			There was mu­sic in the gar­den as he parked his ’copter in the fine blue plas­tic garage. Oh, beau­ti­ful garage, he thought, you con­trib­ute to my peace­ful­ness. Oh, won­der­ful garage, in mo­ments of tor­ment, I think of you, and I am glad I own you.

			Like hell.

			In the kitchen, Althea was whip­ping food with mech­a­nisms. Her moth­er sat with one with­ered ear to the lat­est au­dio dra­ma. They glanced up, pleased.

			“Dar­ling, so ear­ly!” she cried, kiss­ing him. “How’s the Rock­et?” piped moth­er-in-law. “My, I bet you’re proud!”

			Stan­ley said noth­ing.

			“Just imag­ine.” The old wom­an’s eyes glowed like lit­tle bulbs. “Soon we’ll break­fast in New York and sup­per on Mars!”

			Stan­ley watched her for a long mo­ment, then turned hope­ful­ly to Althea. “What do you think?”

			She sensed a trap. “Well, it would be dif­fer­ent, wouldn’t it, va­ca­tion­ing our sum­mers on Venus, win­ters on Mars—wouldn’t it?”

			“Oh, good Lord,” he groaned. He shut his eyes and pound­ed the ta­ble, soft­ly. “Good Lord.”

			“Now, what’s wrong. What did I say?” de­mand­ed Althea, be­wil­dered.

			He told them about his or­der pre­vent­ing the flight.

			Althea stared at him. Moth­er reached and snapped off the au­dio. “What did you say, young man?”

			He re­peat­ed it.

			In­to the wait­ing si­lence came a dis­tant “psssheeew!” rush­ing in from the din­ing room, fling­ing the kitchen door wide, his son ran in, wav­ing a bright red Rock­et in one grimy fist. “Psssheeew! I’m a Rock­et! Gang­way! Hi, Dad!” He swung the ship in a quick arc. “Gonna be a pi­lot when I’m six­teen! Hey.” He stopped. “What’s ev­ery­body stand­ing around for?” He looked at Grand­ma. “Gram­my?” He looked at his moth­er. “Mom?” And fi­nal­ly at his fa­ther. “Dad … ?” His hands sank slow­ly. He read the look in his fa­ther’s eyes. “Oh, gosh.”

			

			By three o’clock that af­ter­noon, he had show­ered and dressed in clean clothes. The house was very silent. Althea came and sat down in the liv­ing room and looked at him with hurt, strick­en eyes.

			He thought of quot­ing a few fig­ures at her. Five mil­lion peo­ple killed in au­to ac­ci­dents since the year 1920. Fifty thou­sand peo­ple killed ev­ery year, now, in ’copters and jet-planes. But it wasn’t in the fig­ures, it was in a feel­ing he had to make her feel. Maybe he could il­lus­trate it to her. He picked up the hand-au­dio, di­aled a num­ber. “Hel­lo, Smit­ty?”

			The voice on the oth­er end said, clear­ly, “Oh, Mr. Stan­ley?”

			“Smit­ty, you’re a good av­er­age man, a pleas­ant neigh­bor, a fine farmer. I’d like your opin­ion. Smit­ty, if you knew a war was com­ing, would you help pre­vent it?”

			Althea was watch­ing and lis­ten­ing.

			Smit­ty said, “Hell, yes. Sure.”

			“Thanks, Smit­ty. One more thing. What’s your opin­ion of the Rock­et?”

			“Great­est thing in his­to­ry. Say, I heard you were go­ing to—”

			Stan­ley did not want to get in­volved. He hur­ried­ly ex­cused him­self and hung up. He looked di­rect­ly at his wife. “Did you no­tice the sep­a­ra­tion of means from end? Smit­ty thinks two things. He thinks he can pre­vent war; that’s one. He thinks the Rock­et is a great thing; that’s num­ber two. But they don’t match, un­for­tu­nate­ly.

			“The Rock­et isn’t a means to hap­pi­ness the way it’ll be used. It’s the wrong means. And with a wrong means you in­vari­ably wind up with a wrong end. A crim­i­nal seeks wealth. Does he get it? Tem­po­rar­ily. In the end, he suf­fers. All be­cause he took the wrong means.” Stan­ley held his hands out, use­less­ly. “How can I make you un­der­stand.”

			Tears were in her eyes. “I un­der­stand noth­ing, and don’t need to un­der­stand! Your job, they’ll take it away from you and fly the Rock­et any­way!”

			“I’ll work on the leg­is­la­tion again, then!”

			“And per­haps be killed? No, please, Will.”

			Killed. He looked at his watch. Ex­act­ly three.

			He an­swered the au­dio when it buzzed. “Stan­ley talk­ing.”

			“Stan­ley, this is Cross, at Cal-Tech.”

			“Cross! Good Lord, it’s good to hear you!”

			“I just heard the new-flash,” said Cross. He had the same clipped, ex­act voice he’d had years ago, Stan­ley re­al­ized. “You’re re­al­ly on the spot this time, aren’t you, Will? That’s why I called. I like your ideas on ma­chin­ery. I’ve al­ways thought of ma­chines, my­self, as noth­ing but ex­ten­sions of man’s frus­tra­tions and emo­tions, his loss­es and com­pen­sa­tions in life. We agree. But you’re wrong this time, Will. You made a mis­take to­day.”

			“Now, don’t you start on me! You’re my last friend,” re­tort­ed Stan­ley tired­ly. “What else could I do—de­stroy the rock­et?”

			“That would be neg­a­tive. No good. Give them some­thing pos­i­tive. Tell them to go ahead,” ad­vised Cross, pleas­ant­ly enough. “Warn them, like a kind­ly fa­ther, of the con­se­quences. Then, when their fin­gers are burnt—”

			“Hu­man­i­ty might go down the drain,” fin­ished Stan­ley abrupt­ly.

			“Not if you play your cards right, con­trol the vari­ables. There must be some way around them with­out get­ting your­self man­gled. I’m ready to help when you have a plan. Think it over.”

			“I still think blow­ing the damn thing up would be—”

			“They’d build a big­ger one. And they’d per­se­cute you and your fam­i­ly the rest of your life,” ex­plained Cross log­i­cal­ly. “You and I may know that sci­ence hasn’t con­trib­uted one whit to man’s men­tal progress, but Mr. Ev­ery­man likes his ba­bies di­a­pered in dis­pos­able tis­sues and likes to trav­el from Siberia to John­stown like an in­fu­ri­at­ed bul­let. You can’t stop them, you can on­ly di­vert them a bit.”

			Stan­ley grasped the hand-au­dio, tight­ly. He lis­tened.

			

			A great roar of ’copters sound­ed out in the af­ter­noon sky, di­rect­ly over­head. The house shook. Althea sprang up lithe­ly and ran to look out. “I can’t talk any more, Cross. I’ll call you back. They’re out­side, wait­ing for me, now. …”

			Cross’ voice fad­ed like a dream. “Re­mem­ber what I tell you. Let them go ahead.”

			Stan­ley walked to the door, opened it, stepped half through.

			A ra­dio voice boomed out of the bright blue sky.

			“Stan­ley!” it shout­ed. It was Simp­son’s voice. “Stan­ley! Come out and talk! Come out and tell us, Stan­ley! Stan­ley!”

			Althea would not stay in. She walked with him out on­to the moist green lawn, in the open.

			The heav­ens were flood­ed with ’copters whirling. The sun shook in its place. ’Copters hung ev­ery­where, like huge hum­ming­birds, swivel­ing, whirring. Five hun­dred of them, at least, shad­ow­ing the lawns and shak­ing the house­tops.

			“Oh, there you are, Stan­ley!”

			Stan­ley shad­ed his eyes. His lips drew away from his teeth in a gri­mace, as he stared up­ward, tense and afraid.

			“It’s af­ter three o’clock, Stan­ley!” came the dull boom of words.

			In this mo­ment, with the spi­ral­ing ’copters sus­pend­ed over his lawn, over his wife and chil­dren and house, over him­self and his be­liefs, Stan­ley swal­lowed, stepped back, put his hands down and let the idea grow with­in him. Yes, he would give them their rock­et. He would give it to them. You can­not fight the chil­dren, he thought. They must have their green ap­ples. If you refuse them, they will find a way around you. Go along with their il­log­i­cal tide and make log­ic of it. Let the chil­dren eat their fill of green ap­ples, many, many green ap­ples to swell their vast stom­ach in­to sick­ness. Yes. A slow smile touched the cor­ners of his mouth, van­ished. The plan was com­plete.

			The voice from the sky fell on him like an iron fist! “Stan­ley! What is your word now? How will you speak now? With a thou­sand pounds of ni­tro­glyc­er­ine over your home, how will you talk?”

			The ’copters sank, ma­lig­nant­ly. Thun­der swept the lawn. Althea’s bril­liant am­ber skirt flared in the wash of it.

			“Will the rock­et fly, Stan­ley?”

			From the cor­ners of his aching, strain­ing eyes, Stan­ley saw his son poised in the win­dow, watch­ing him.

			“Raise your right hand and wave it,” thun­dered the sky-voice, “if the an­swer is yes!”

			Stan­ley made them wait for it. He wet­ted his lips with a slow tongue, then, grad­u­al­ly, very ca­su­al­ly, he raised his right hand, palm up, and waved it to the thun­der­ing sky.

			A tor­rent of ex­ul­ta­tion poured in a Ni­a­gara from the heav­ens. Five hun­dred au­dios blast­ed, cheered, ex­ult­ed! The trees ripped and tore in the cy­clone of en­er­gy and ex­plo­sion! The noise con­tin­ued as Stan­ley turned, took Althea’s el­bow, and steered her blind­ly back to the door.

			

			The lit­tle black-jet-plane dropped out of the mid­night stars. Mo­ments lat­er, Cross was get­ting out of it, cross­ing the dark lawn, grasp­ing Stan­ley’s hand warm­ly. “Made good time, eh?”

			In­side, they downed their glass­es of brandy first, then got to busi­ness. Stan­ley out­lined his plan, his con­tacts, his psy­chol­o­gy. He was pleased and ex­cit­ed to see an ex­tra­or­di­nary smile of ap­proval come to Cross’s pink, round face. “Ex­cel­lent! Now you’re talk­ing!” cried Cross.

			“I like your plan, Stan­ley. It places the blame right back on the peo­ple. They won’t be able to per­se­cute you.”

			Stan­ley re­filled the glass­es. “I’ll see to it you’re on the Rock­et to­mor­row. Green­wald—he’s the cap­tain—will co­op­er­ate, I’m cer­tain, when the trip is over. It’s up to you and Green­wald then.”

			They raised their glass­es. “And when it’s all over,” ob­served Cross slow­ly. “We’ll have the long, hard strug­gle to re­vise our ed­u­ca­tion­al sys­tem. To be­gin to ap­ply the sci­en­tif­ic method to man’s think­ing, in­stead of just to his ma­chines. And when we’ve built a log­i­cal sub­jec­tive world, then it’ll be safe to make ma­chines of all and any kinds. Here’s to our plan, may it be com­plet­ed.” They drank.

			The next day two mil­lion peo­ple spread over the rolling hills, through the tiny Jer­sey towns, sit­ting atop bugs and plas­tic bee­tles. An ex­cite­ment per­vad­ed the day. The sky was a blue vac­u­um, the ’copters ground­ed by law. The Rock­et lay gleam­ing and mon­strous and silent.

			At noon, the crew am­bled across the tar­mac, Cap­tain Green­wald lead­ing. Cross walked among them. The huge met­al doors slammed, and with a blast of Gar­gan­tu­an flame, the Rock­et heaved up­ward and van­ished.

			Peo­ple cheered and laughed and cried.

			Stan­ley watched his son and daugh­ter and moth­er-in-law do like­wise. He was deeply pleased to see that Althea did not join them. Hand in hand they watched the sky daz­zle­ment fade. The first Rock­et to the moon was gone. The world was drunk­en­ly hap­py in its delir­i­um.

			Two weeks passed slow­ly. As­tronomers were un­able to keep an eye on the Rock­et. It was so small and un­ac­count­able in the void be­tween earth and lu­nar sur­face.

			Stan­ley slept lit­tle in the pass­ing of the four­teen days. He was con­stant­ly at­tacked by fears and con­fu­sions of thought. He dreamed of the Rock­et go­ing up. He had seen men month on month walk­ing in the met­al shad­ow of their won­der­ful Rock­et, pat­ting it with their greasy, cal­loused hands, lov­ing it with their quick, ap­pre­cia­tive eyes.

			If for one mo­ment you let your­self think of it, you loved it, too, for even though it sym­bol­ized wars and de­struc­tion, you had to ad­mire its bal­ance and slen­der­ness of struc­ture. With it, you could rub away the fog cos­met­ic of Venus, re-de­lin­eate its pre­his­tor­i­cal­ly shy face. And there was Mars, too. Man had been im­pris­oned a mil­lion years. Why not free­dom now, at last?

			Then he la­beled all these fan­tasies by their cor­rect name, es­cape, and set­tled back, to wait the re­turn of the Rock­et.

			

			“The moon Rock­et is re­turn­ing! It will land this morn­ing at nine o’clock!” Ev­ery­body’s au­dio was blat­ting.

			Like a yel­low seed, the Rock­et dropped down the sky, to sprout roots of flame on which to cush­ion it­self. It fried the tar­mac and a vast del­uge of warm air rushed across the coun­try for miles. Peo­ple swel­tered amidst a sud­den rock­et sum­mer.

			In his tow­er room, William Stan­ley watched, solemn and word­less.

			The Rock­et shim­mered. Across the cool­ing tar­mac, the crowd ri­ot­ed, burst­ing through the bar­ri­er, sweep­ing the po­lice aside in ela­tion.

			The tide halt­ed and boiled and changed form, lay­er up­on lay­er. A vast hush came up­on it.

			Now the round air­lock door of the Rock­et jet­ted out air in a com­pressed sigh.

			The thick door, sand­wiched in­to the ship-hull, took two min­utes to come out­ward and pull aside on its oiled hinge­work. The crowd pressed clos­er, flesh to flesh, eyes widened. The door was now open com­plete­ly. A great cheer went up. The crew of the Moon Rock­et stood in the air­lock. The cheer fad­ed, al­most in­stant­ly.

			The crew of the Rock­et were not ex­act­ly stand­ing. They were hunched over.

			The cap­tain stepped for­ward. Well, he didn’t ex­act­ly step. He sort of dragged his feet and sham­bled. He made a speech.

			But all it sound­ed like, com­ing from his twist­ed, swollen lips, was, “Uns—rrrr—oh—god—disss—ease—unh—rrr—nnn—”

			He held out his grey-green fin­gers, raw, bleed­ing, for all to see. He lift­ed his face. Those red things, were they ac­tu­al­ly eyes? That de­pres­sion, that fall­en sock­et, had it been a nose? And where were the teeth in that gag­ging, hiss­ing mouth? His hair was thin and grey and in­fect­ed. He stank.

			The hyp­not­ic si­lence was shat­tered. The first line of peo­ple turned and clawed at the sec­ond line. The sec­ond turned in­stinc­tive­ly to claw the third, and so on. The tele­vi­sion cam­eras caught it all.

			Screams, yelling, shout­ing. Many fell and were tram­pled, crushed un­der. The cap­tain and his crew came out, ges­tur­ing, call­ing them to come back. But who would heed their rot­ting move­ments? The ridicu­lous sou­venir seek­ers tram­pled each oth­er, rip­ping the clothes from one an­oth­er’s backs!

			
				A sou­venir? A scab of crawl­ing flesh, a drop of yel­low flu­id from their gap­ing wounds? Sou­venirs for earth, buy them right here, get them while they last! We mail any­where in the Unit­ed States!
			

			
				The char­ac­ters in or­der of ap­pear­ance: The Cap­tain, the as­troga­tor, held sag­ging be­tween two as­tronomers, who were fol­lowed by six­teen math­e­ma­ti­cians, tech­ni­cians, chemists, bi­ol­o­gists, ra­dio men, ge­og­ra­phers and ma­chin­ists. Sham­ble forth, gen­tle­men, and bring the brave new fu­ture with you!
			

			The bal­loon ven­dor, in flight, jet­ti­soned his en­tire stock. Rub­ber rock­ets float­ed wild­ly, crazi­ly bob­bling, bounc­ing the riv­er of ri­ot­ing heads un­til they were de­voured, ex­plod­ed and crum­pled un­der­foot.

			Sirens sound­ed. Po­lice bee­tles rushed to the field ex­its. Ten min­utes lat­er the tar­mac was emp­ty. No sign of cap­tain or crew. A few shreds of their fetid cloth­ing were found, par­tial­ly dis­in­te­grat­ed. An au­dio-re­port five min­utes lat­er stat­ed sim­ply, “The cap­tain and crew were de­stroyed on or­ders of the health bu­reau! An epi­dem­ic was feared—”

			The sounds of ri­ot fad­ed. The door to Stan­ley’s of­fice opened, some­one en­tered and stood be­hind him, and closed the door.

			

			Stan­ley did not turn from the win­dow for a mo­ment. “Fifty peo­ple in­jured, five of them crit­i­cal­ly. I’m sor­ry for that. But it was a small price for the world’s se­cu­ri­ty.” He turned, slow­ly.

			A hor­ri­ble crea­ture stood, dis­eased and swollen, be­fore him. A cap­tain’s uni­form, filthy and torn, hung tat­tered from the dis­gust­ing flesh. The crea­ture opened its bleed­ing mouth.

			“How was it?” asked the crea­ture, muf­fled­ly.

			“Fine,” said Stan­ley. “Did you reach the moon?”

			“Yes,” replied the crea­ture. “Cap­tain Green­wald sends his re­gards to you. He says he knows we can do it again and again, any time we want, now, and that’s all he want­ed to know. He wish­es you luck and tells you to go ahead. We land­ed the rock­et on the way back from the moon, first of all, up at Fair­banks, Alas­ka, out­side the set­tle­ment, nat­u­ral­ly, dur­ing the night. Things worked as you planned them. We changed crews there. There was a mi­nor fight. Simp­son and the orig­i­nal crew, in­clud­ing Cap­tain Green­wald, are still up there, un­der psy­cho-hyp­no­sis. They’ll live out their lives hap­pi­ly, un­aware, with new names. They won’t re­mem­ber any­thing. We took off from Fair­banks again this morn­ing with the new crew and our act all re­hearsed, I think we did all right.”

			“Where’s the sub­sti­tute crew now?” in­quired Stan­ley.

			“Down­stairs,” said the crea­ture. “Get­ting psy­choed them­selves. Get­ting men­tal blocs in­sert­ed, so they’ll for­get they ev­er fooled the world to­day. Then we’ll send them back to their reg­u­lar jobs. Can I use your show­er?”

			Stan­ley pressed a but­ton, a pan­el slid aside. “Go ahead.”

			The crea­ture pulled its face around the edges un­til it shed off in­to its hands, a green-grey pal­lid mask of plas­tic rub­ber. The sweat­ing pink face of Cross ap­peared. He wrig­gled his fin­gers next, un­til the green-gray, chem­i­cal­ly bleed­ing hor­ror gloves sucked off. He tossed these in­to a wall-in­cin­er­a­tor. “The day of the Rock­et is over,” he said, qui­et­ly. “They’ll be putting your bill up be­fore the World Leg­is­la­ture to­mor­row, or I miss my guess. Care­ful­ness, thought and in­tel­lect will now get a start. Hu­man­i­ty is saved from it­self.”

			Stan­ley watched Cross walk in­to the show­er-cube, peel, and switch on the spray.

			He turned to the win­dow again. Two bil­lion peo­ple were think­ing tonight. He knew what they were think­ing. Out­side, he heard the ex­plo­sion as the health de­part­ment blew up the great Rock­et.

			That was all. The sound of wa­ter on the show­er-tiles was a good clean sound.

		
	
		
			Zero Hour

			Oh, it was to be so jol­ly! What a game! Such ex­cite­ment they hadn’t known in years. The chil­dren cat­a­pult­ed this way and that across the green lawns, shout­ing at each oth­er, hold­ing hands, fly­ing in cir­cles, climb­ing trees, laugh­ing. … Over­head, the rock­ets flew and bee­tle-cars whis­pered by on the streets, but the chil­dren played on. Such fun, such tremu­lous joy, such tum­bling and hearty scream­ing.

			Mink ran in­to the house, all dirt and sweat. For her sev­en years she was loud and strong and def­i­nite. Her moth­er, Mrs. Mor­ris, hard­ly saw her as she yanked out draw­ers and rat­tled pans and tools in­to a large sack.

			“Heav­ens, Mink, what’s go­ing on?”

			“The most ex­cit­ing game ev­er!” gasped Mink, pink-faced.

			“Stop and get your breath,” said the moth­er.

			“No, I’m all right,” gasped Mink. “Okay I take these things, Mom?”

			“But don’t dent them,” said Mrs. Mor­ris.

			“Thank you, thank you!” cried Mink and boom! she was gone, like a rock­et.

			Mrs. Mor­ris sur­veyed the flee­ing tot. “What’s the name of the game?”

			“In­va­sion!” said Mink. The door slammed.

			In ev­ery yard on the street chil­dren brought out knives and forks and pok­ers and old stove pipes and can-open­ers.

			It was an in­ter­est­ing fact that this fury and bus­tle oc­curred on­ly among the younger chil­dren. The old­er ones, those ten years and more dis­dained the af­fair and marched scorn­ful­ly off on hikes or played a more dig­ni­fied ver­sion of hide-and-seek on their own.

			Mean­while, par­ents came and went in chromi­um bee­tles. Re­pair men came to re­pair the vac­u­um el­e­va­tors in hous­es, to fix flut­ter­ing tele­vi­sion sets or ham­mer up­on stub­born food-de­liv­ery tubes. The adult civ­i­liza­tion passed and repassed the busy young­sters, jeal­ous of the fierce en­er­gy of the wild tots, tol­er­ant­ly amused at their flour­ish­ings, long­ing to join in them­selves.

			“This and this and this,” said Mink, in­struct­ing the oth­ers with their as­sort­ed spoons and wrench­es. “Do that, and bring that over here. No! Here, nin­nie! Right. Now, get back while I fix this—” Tongue in teeth, face wrin­kled in thought. “Like that. See?”

			“Yayyyy!” shout­ed the kids.

			Twelve-year-old Joseph Con­nors ran up.

			“Go away,” said Mink straight at him.

			“I wan­na play,” said Joseph.

			“Can’t!” said Mink.

			“Why not?”

			“You’d just make fun of us.”

			“Hon­est, I wouldn’t.”

			“No. We know you. Go away or we’ll kick you.”

			An­oth­er twelve-year-old boy whirred by on lit­tle mo­tor-skates. “Aye, Joe! Come on! Let them sissies play!”

			Joseph showed re­luc­tance and a cer­tain wist­ful­ness. “I want to play,” he said.

			“You’re old,” said Mink, firm­ly.

			“Not that old,” said Joe sen­si­bly.

			“You’d on­ly laugh and spoil the In­va­sion.”

			The boy on the mo­tor-skates made a rude lip noise. “Come on, Joe! Them and their fairies! Nuts!”

			Joseph walked off slow­ly. He kept look­ing back, all down the block.

			Mink was al­ready busy again. She made a kind of ap­pa­ra­tus with her gath­ered equip­ment. She had ap­point­ed an­oth­er lit­tle girl with a pad and pen­cil to take down notes in painful slow scrib­bles. Their voic­es rose and fell in the warm sun­light.

			All around them the city hummed. The streets were lined with good green and peace­ful trees. On­ly the wind made a con­flict across the city, across the coun­try, across the con­ti­nent. In a thou­sand oth­er cities there were trees and chil­dren and av­enues, busi­ness men in their qui­et of­fices tap­ing their voic­es, or watch­ing tele­vi­sors. Rock­ets hov­ered like darn­ing nee­dles in the blue sky. There was the uni­ver­sal, qui­et con­ceit and eas­i­ness of men ac­cus­tomed to peace, quite cer­tain there would nev­er be trou­ble again. Arm in arm, men all over earth were a unit­ed front. The per­fect weapons were held in equal trust by all na­tions. A sit­u­a­tion of in­cred­i­bly beau­ti­ful bal­ance had been brought about. There were no traitors among men, no un­hap­py ones, no dis­grun­tled ones; there­fore the world was based up­on a sta­ble ground. Sun­light il­lu­mined half the world and the trees drowsed in a tide of warm air.

			Mink’s moth­er, from her up­stairs win­dow, gazed down.

			The chil­dren.

			She looked up­on them and shook her head. Well, they’d eat well, sleep well, and be in school on Mon­day. Bless their vig­or­ous lit­tle bod­ies. She lis­tened.

			Mink talked earnest­ly to some­one near the rose­bush—though there was no one there.

			These odd chil­dren. And the lit­tle girl, what was her name? An­na? An­na took notes on a pad. First, Mink asked the rose­bush a ques­tion, then called the an­swer to An­na.

			“Tri­an­gle,” said Mink.

			“What’s a tri,” said An­na with dif­fi­cul­ty, “an­gle?”

			“Nev­er mind,” said Mink.

			“How you spell it?” asked An­na.

			“T-R-I—” spelled Mink, slow­ly, then snapped, “Oh, spell it your­self!” She went on to oth­er words. “Beam,” she said.

			“I haven’t got tri,” said An­na, “an­gle down yet!”

			“Well, hur­ry, hur­ry!” cried Mink.

			Mink’s moth­er leaned out the up­stairs win­dow. “A-N-G-L-E,” she spelled down at An­na.

			“Oh, thanks, Mrs. Mor­ris,” said An­na.

			“Cer­tain­ly,” said Mink’s moth­er and with­drew, laugh­ing, to dust the hall with an elec­tro-duster-mag­net.

			The voic­es wa­vered on the shim­mery air. “Beam,” said An­na. Fad­ing.

			“Four-nine-sev­en-A-and-B-and-X,” said Mink, far away, se­ri­ous­ly. “And a fork and a string and a—hex-hex-agony … hexagonal!”

			

			At lunch, Mink gulped milk at one toss and was at the door. Her moth­er slapped the ta­ble.

			“You sit right back down,” com­mand­ed Mrs. Mor­ris. “Hot soup in a minute.” She poked a red but­ton on the kitchen but­ler and ten sec­onds lat­er some­thing land­ed with a bump in the rub­ber re­ceiv­er. Mrs. Mor­ris opened it, took out a can with a pair of alu­minum hold­ers, un­sealed it with a flick and poured hot soup in­to a bowl.

			Dur­ing all this, Mink fid­get­ed. “Hur­ry, Mom! This is a mat­ter of life and death! Aw—!”

			“I was the same way at your age. Al­ways life and death. I know.”

			Mink banged away at the soup.

			“Slow down,” said Mom.

			“Can’t,” said Mink. “Drill’s wait­ing for me.”

			“Who’s Drill? What a pe­cu­liar name,” said Mom.

			“You don’t know him,” said Mink.

			“A new boy in the neigh­bor­hood?” asked Mom.

			“He’s new all right,” said Mink. She start­ed on her sec­ond bowl.

			“Which one is Drill?” asked Mom.

			“He’s around,” said Mink, eva­sive­ly. “You’ll make fun. Ev­ery­body pokes fun. Gee, darn.”

			“Is Drill shy?”

			“Yes. No. In a way. Gosh, Mom, I got to run if we want to have the In­va­sion!”

			“Who’s in­vad­ing what?”

			“Mar­tians in­vad­ing Earth—well, not ex­act­ly Mar­tians. They’re—I don’t know. From up.” She point­ed with her spoon.

			“And in­side,” said Mom, touch­ing Mink’s fever­ish brow.

			Mink re­belled. “You’re laugh­ing! You’ll kill Drill and ev­erybody.”

			“I didn’t mean to,” said Mom. “Drill’s a Mar­tian?”

			“No. He’s—well—maybe from Jupiter or Sat­urn or Venus. Any­way, he’s had a hard time.”

			“I imag­ine.” Mrs. Mor­ris hid her mouth be­hind her hand.

			“They couldn’t fig­ure a way to at­tack earth.”

			“We’re im­preg­nable,” said Mom, in mock-se­ri­ous­ness.

			“That’s the word Drill used! Im­preg—That was the word, Mom.”

			“My, my. Drill’s a bril­liant lit­tle boy. Two-bit words.”

			“They couldn’t fig­ure a way to at­tack, Mom. Drill says—he says in or­der to make a good fight you got to have a new way of sur­pris­ing peo­ple. That way you win. And he says al­so you got to have help from your en­e­my.”

			“A fifth col­umn,” said Mom.

			“Yeah. That’s what Drill said. And they couldn’t fig­ure a way to sur­prise Earth or get help.”

			“No won­der. We’re pret­ty darn strong,” laughed Mom, clean­ing up. Mink sat there, star­ing at the ta­ble, see­ing what she was talk­ing about.

			“Un­til, one day,” whis­pered Mink, melo­dra­mat­i­cal­ly, “they thought of chil­dren!”

			“Well!” said Mrs. Mor­ris bright­ly.

			“And they thought of how grownups are so busy they nev­er look un­der rose­bush­es or on lawns!”

			“On­ly for snails and fun­gus.”

			“And then there’s some­thing about dim-dims.”

			“Dim-dims?”

			“Di­mens-shuns.”

			“Di­men­sions?”

			“Four of ’em! And there’s some­thing about kids un­der nine and imag­i­na­tion. It’s re­al fun­ny to hear Drill talk.”

			Mrs. Mor­ris was tired. “Well, it must be fun­ny. You’re keep­ing Drill wait­ing now. It’s get­ting late in the day and, if you want to have your In­va­sion be­fore your sup­per bath, you’d bet­ter jump.”

			“Do I have to take a bath?” growled Mink.

			“You do. Why is it chil­dren hate wa­ter? No mat­ter what age you live in chil­dren hate wa­ter be­hind the ears!”

			“Drill says I won’t have to take baths,” said Mink.

			“Oh, he does, does he?”

			“He told all the kids that. No more baths. And we can stay up till ten o’clock and go to two tele­vi­sor shows on Sat­ur­day ’stead of one!”

			“Well, Mr. Drill bet­ter mind his p’s and q’s. I’ll call up his moth­er and—”

			Mink went to the door. “We’re hav­ing trou­ble with guys like Pe­te Britz and Dale Jer­rick. They’re grow­ing up. They make fun. They’re worse than par­ents. They just won’t be­lieve in Drill. They’re so snooty, cause they’re grow­ing up. You’d think they’d know bet­ter. They were lit­tle on­ly a cou­pla years ago. I hate them worst. We’ll kill them first.”

			“Your fa­ther and I, last?”

			“Drill says you’re dan­ger­ous. Know why? Cause you don’t be­lieve in Mar­tians! They’re go­ing to let us run the world. Well, not just us, but the kids over in the next block, too. I might be queen.” She opened the door. “Mom?”

			“Yes?”

			“What’s—lodge … ick?”

			“Log­ic? Why, dear, log­ic is know­ing what things are true and not true.”

			“He men­tioned that,” said Mink. “And what’s im—pres—sion—able?” It took her a minute to say it.

			“Why, it means—” Her moth­er looked at the floor, laugh­ing gen­tly. “It means—to be a child, dear.”

			“Thanks for lunch!” Mink ran out, then stuck her head back in. “Mom, I’ll be sure you won’t be hurt, much, re­al­ly!”

			“Well, thanks,” said Mom.

			Slam went the door.

			

			At four o’clock the au­dio-vi­sor buzzed. Mrs. Mor­ris flipped the tab. “Hel­lo, He­len!” she said, in wel­come.

			“Hel­lo, Mary. How are things in New York?”

			“Fine, how are things in Scran­ton? You look tired.”

			“So do you. The chil­dren. Un­der­foot,” said He­len.

			Mrs. Mor­ris sighed, “My Mink, too. The su­per In­va­sion.”

			He­len laughed. “Are your kids play­ing that game, too?”

			“Lord, yes. To­mor­row it’ll be ge­o­met­ri­cal jacks and mo­tor­ized hop­scotch. Were we this bad when we were kids in ’48?”

			“Worse. Japs and Nazis. Don’t know how my par­ents put up with me. Tomboy.”

			“Par­ents learn to shut their ears.”

			A si­lence.

			“What’s wrong, Mary?” asked He­len.

			Mrs. Mor­ris’ eyes were half-closed; her tongue slid slow­ly, thought­ful­ly over her low­er lip. “Eh,” She jerked. “Oh, noth­ing. Just thought about that. Shut­ting ears and such. Nev­er mind. Where were we?”

			“My boy Tim’s got a crush on some guy named—Drill, I think it was.”

			“Must be a new pass­word. Mink likes him, too.”

			“Didn’t know it got as far as New York. Word of mouth, I imag­ine. Looks like a scrap drive. I talked to Josephine and she said her kids—that’s in Bos­ton—are wild on this new game. It’s sweep­ing the coun­try.”

			At this mo­ment, Mink trot­ted in­to the kitchen to gulp a glass of wa­ter. Mrs. Mor­ris turned. “How’re things go­ing?”

			“Al­most fin­ished,” said Mink.

			“Swell,” said Mrs. Mor­ris. “What’s that?”

			“A yo-yo,” said Mink. “Watch.”

			She flung the yo-yo down its string. Reach­ing the end it—

			It van­ished.

			“See?” said Mink. “Ope!” Dib­bling her fin­ger she made the yo-yo reap­pear and zip up the string.

			“Do that again,” said her moth­er.

			“Can’t. Ze­ro hour’s five o’clock! ’Bye.”

			Mink ex­it­ed, zip­ping her yo-yo.

			On the au­dio-vi­sor, He­len laughed. “Tim brought one of those yo-yo’s in this morn­ing, but when I got cu­ri­ous he said he wouldn’t show it to me, and when I tried to work it, fi­nal­ly, it wouldn’t work.”

			“You’re not im­pres­sion­able,” said Mrs. Mor­ris.

			“What?”

			“Nev­er mind. Some­thing I thought of. Can I help you, He­len?”

			“I want­ed to get that black-and-white cake recipe—”

			

			The hour drowsed by. The day waned. The sun low­ered in the peace­ful blue sky. Shad­ows length­ened on the green lawns. The laugh­ter and ex­cite­ment con­tin­ued. One lit­tle girl ran away, cry­ing.

			Mrs. Mor­ris came out the front door.

			“Mink, was that Peg­gy Ann cry­ing?”

			Mink was bent over in the yard, near the rose­bush. “Yeah. She’s a scare­ba­by. We won’t let her play, now. She’s get­ting too old to play. I guess she grew up all of a sud­den.”

			“Is that why she cried? Non­sense. Give me a civ­il an­swer, young la­dy, or in­side you come!”

			Mink whirled in con­ster­na­tion, mixed with ir­ri­ta­tion. “I can’t quit now. It’s al­most time. I’ll be good. I’m sor­ry.”

			“Did you hit Peg­gy Ann?”

			“No, hon­est. You ask her. It was some­thing—well, she’s just a scaredy-pants.”

			The ring of chil­dren drew in around Mink where she scowled at her work with spoons and a kind of square shaped ar­range­ment of ham­mers and pipes. “There and there,” mur­mured Mink.

			“What’s wrong?” said Mrs. Mor­ris.

			“Drill’s stuck. Half­way. If we could on­ly get him all the way through, it’ll be eas­i­er. Then all the oth­ers could come through af­ter him.”

			“Can I help?”

			“No’m, thanks. I’ll fix it.”

			“All right. I’ll call you for your bath in half an hour. I’m tired of watch­ing you.”

			She went in and sat in the elec­tric-re­lax­ing chair, sip­ping a lit­tle beer from a half-emp­ty glass. The chair mas­saged her back. Chil­dren, chil­dren. Chil­dren and love and hate, side by side. Some­times chil­dren loved you, hat­ed you, all in half a sec­ond. Strange chil­dren, did they ev­er for­get or for­give the whip­pings and the harsh, strict words of com­mand? She won­dered. How can you ev­er for­get or for­give those over and above you, those tall and sil­ly dic­ta­tors?

			Time passed. A cu­ri­ous, wait­ing si­lence came up­on the street, deep­en­ing.

			Five o’clock. A clock sang soft­ly some­where in the house, in a qui­et, mu­si­cal voice, “Five o’clock … five o’clock. Time’s a wast­ing. Five o’clock,” and purred away in­to si­lence.

			Ze­ro hour.

			Mrs. Mor­ris chuck­led in her throat. Ze­ro hour.

			A bee­tle-car hummed in­to the drive­way. Mr. Mor­ris. Mrs. Mor­ris smiled. Mr. Mor­ris got out of the bee­tle, locked it and called hel­lo to Mink at her work. Mink ig­nored him. He laughed and stood for a mo­ment watch­ing the chil­dren in their busi­ness. Then he walked up the front steps.

			“Hel­lo, dar­ling.”

			“Hel­lo, Hen­ry.”

			She strained for­ward on the edge of the chair, lis­ten­ing. The chil­dren were silent. Too silent.

			He emp­tied his pipe, re­filled it. “Swell day. Makes you glad to be alive.”

			Buzz.

			“What’s that?” asked Hen­ry.

			“I don’t know.” She got up, sud­den­ly, her eyes widen­ing. She was go­ing to say some­thing. She stopped it. Ridicu­lous. Her nerves jumped. “Those chil­dren haven’t any­thing dan­ger­ous out there, have they?” she said.

			“Noth­ing but pipes and ham­mers. Why?”

			“Noth­ing elec­tri­cal?”

			“Heck, no,” said Hen­ry. “I looked.”

			She walked to the kitchen. The buzzing con­tin­ued. “Just the same you’d bet­ter go tell them to quit. It’s af­ter five. Tell them—” Her eyes widened and nar­rowed. “Tell them to put off their In­va­sion un­til to­mor­row.” She laughed, ner­vous­ly.

			The buzzing grew loud­er.

			“What are they up to? I’d bet­ter go look, all right.”

			The ex­plo­sion!

			

			The house shook with dull sound. There were oth­er ex­plo­sions in oth­er yards on oth­er streets.

			In­vol­un­tar­i­ly, Mrs. Mor­ris screamed. “Up this way!” she cried, sense­less­ly, know­ing no sense, no rea­son. Per­haps she saw some­thing from the cor­ners of her eyes, per­haps she smelled a new odor or heard a new noise. There was no time to ar­gue with Hen­ry to con­vince him. Let him think her in­sane. Yes, in­sane! Shriek­ing, she ran up­stairs. He ran af­ter her to see what she was up to. “In the at­tic!” she screamed. “That’s where it is!” It was on­ly a poor ex­cuse to get him in the at­tic in time—oh God, in time!

			An­oth­er ex­plo­sion out­side. The chil­dren screamed with de­light, as if at a great fire­works dis­play.

			“It’s not in the at­tic!” cried Hen­ry. “It’s out­side!”

			“No, no!” Wheez­ing, gasp­ing, she fum­bled at the at­tic door. “I’ll show you. Hur­ry! I’ll show you!”

			They tum­bled in­to the at­tic. She slammed the door, locked it, took the key, threw it in­to a far, clut­tered cor­ner.

			She was bab­bling wild stuff now. It came out of her. All the sub­con­scious sus­pi­cion and fear that had gath­ered se­cret­ly all af­ter­noon and fer­ment­ed like a wine in her. All the lit­tle rev­e­la­tions and knowl­edges and sense that had both­ered her all day and which she had log­i­cal­ly and care­ful­ly and sen­si­bly re­ject­ed and cen­sored. Now it ex­plod­ed in her and shook her to bits.

			“There, there,” she said, sob­bing against the door. “We’re safe un­til tonight. Maybe we can sneak out, maybe we can es­cape!”

			Hen­ry blew up, too, but for an­oth­er rea­son. “Are you crazy? Why’d you throw that key away! Damn it, hon­ey!”

			“Yes, yes, I’m crazy, if it helps, but stay here with me!”

			“I don’t know how in hell I can get out!”

			“Qui­et. They’ll hear us. Oh, God, they’ll find us soon enough—”

			Be­low them, Mink’s voice. The hus­band stopped. There was a great uni­ver­sal hum­ming and siz­zling, a scream­ing and gig­gling. Down­stairs, the au­dio-tele­vi­sor buzzed and buzzed in­sis­tent­ly, alarm­ing­ly, vi­o­lent­ly. Is that He­len call­ing? thought Mrs. Mor­ris. And is she call­ing about what I think she’s call­ing about?

			Foot­steps came in­to the house. Heavy foot­steps.

			“Who’s com­ing in my house?” de­mand­ed Hen­ry, an­gri­ly. “Who’s tramp­ing around down there?”

			Heavy feet. Twen­ty, thir­ty, forty, fifty of them. Fifty per­sons crowd­ing in­to the house. The hum­ming. The gig­gling of the chil­dren. “This way!” cried Mink, be­low.

			“Who’s down­stairs?” roared Hen­ry. “Who’s there!”

			“Hush, oh, nonononono!” said his wife, weak­ly, hold­ing him. “Please, be qui­et. They might go away.”

			“Mom?” called Mink, “Dad?” A pause. “Where are you?”

			Heavy foot­steps, heavy, heavy, very heavy foot­steps came up the stairs. Mink lead­ing them.

			“Mom?” A hes­i­ta­tion. “Dad?” A wait­ing, a si­lence.

			Hum­ming. Foot­steps to­ward the at­tic. Mink’s first.

			They trem­bled to­geth­er in si­lence in the at­tic, Mr. and Mrs. Mor­ris. For some rea­son the elec­tric hum­ming, the queer cold light sud­den­ly vis­i­ble un­der the door crack, the strange odor and the alien sound of ea­ger­ness in Mink’s voice, fi­nal­ly got through to Hen­ry Mor­ris, too. He stood, shiv­er­ing, in the dark si­lence, his wife be­side him.

			“Mom! Dad!”

			Foot­steps. A lit­tle hum­ming sound. The at­tic lock melt­ed. The door opened. Mink peered in­side, tall blue shad­ows be­hind her.

			“Peek-a-boo,” said Mink.

		
	
		
			Asleep in Armageddon4

			You don’t want death and you don’t ex­pect death. Some­thing goes wrong, your rock­et tilts in space, a plan­e­toid jumps up, black­ness, move­ment, hands over the eyes, a vi­o­lent pulling back of avail­able pow­er in the fore-jets, the crash. …

			The dark­ness. In the dark­ness, the sense­less pain. In the pain, the night­mare.

			He was not un­con­scious.

			Your name? asked hid­den voic­es. Sale, he replied in whirling nau­sea. Leonard Sale. Oc­cu­pa­tion, cried the voic­es. Space­man! he cried, alone in the night. Wel­come, said the voic­es. Wel­come, wel­come. They fad­ed.

			He stood up in the wreck­age of his ship. It lay like a fold­ed, tat­tered gar­ment around him.

			The sun rose and it was morn­ing.

			Sale pried him­self out the small air­lock and stood breath­ing the at­mos­phere. Luck. Sheer luck. The air was breath­able. An in­stant’s check­ing showed him that he had two month’s sup­ply of food with him. Fine, fine! And this—he fin­gered at the wreck­age. Mir­a­cle of mir­a­cles! The ra­dio was in­tact.

			He stut­tered out the mes­sage on the send­ing key. Crashed on plan­e­toid 787. Sale. Send help. Sale. Send help.

			The re­ply came in­stant­ly: Hel­lo, Sale. This is Ad­dams in Mar­sport. Send­ing res­cue ship Log­a­rithm. Will ar­rive plan­e­toid 787 in six days. Hang on.

			Sale did a lit­tle dance.

			It was sim­ple as that. One crashed. One had food. One ra­dioed for help. Help came. La! He clapped his hands.

			The sun rose and was warm. He felt no sense of mor­tal­i­ty. Six days would be no time at all. He would eat, he would read, he would sleep. He glanced at his sur­round­ings. No dan­ger­ous an­i­mals; a tol­er­a­ble oxy­gen sup­ply. What more could one ask. Beans and ba­con, was the an­swer. The hap­py smell of break­fast filled the air.

			Af­ter break­fast he smoked a cig­a­rette slow­ly, deeply, blow­ing out. He nod­ded con­tent­ed­ly. What a life! Not a scratch on him. Luck. Sheer luck.

			His head nod­ded. Sleep, he thought.

			Good idea. Forty winks. Plen­ty of time to sleep, take it easy. Six whole long, lux­u­ri­ous days of idling and phi­los­o­phiz­ing. Sleep.

			He stretched him­self out, tucked his arm un­der his head, and shut his eyes.

			

			In­san­i­ty came in to take him. The voic­es whis­pered.

			Sleep, yes, sleep, said the voic­es. Ah, sleep, sleep.

			He opened his eyes. The voic­es stopped. Ev­ery­thing was nor­mal. He shrugged. He shut his eyes ca­su­al­ly, fit­ful­ly. He set­tled his long body.

			Eeeeeeeeeeee, sang the voic­es, far away.

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang the voic­es.

			Sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sang the voic­es.

			Die, die, die, die, die, sang the voic­es.

			Ooooooooooooooo, cried the voic­es.

			Mm­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­mm, a bee ran through his brain.

			He sat up. He shook his head. He put his hands to his ears. He blinked at the crashed ship. Hard met­al. He felt the sol­id rock un­der his fin­gers. He saw the re­al sun warm­ing the blue sky.

			Let’s try sleep­ing on our back, he thought. He ad­just­ed him­self, ly­ing back down. His watch ticked on his wrist. The blood burned in his veins.

			Sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sleep, sang the voic­es.

			Ohh­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang the voic­es.

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang the voic­es.

			
				Die, die, die, die, die. Sleep, sleep, die, sleep, die, sleep, die! Oohhh. Ah­h­h­hh. Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!
			

			Blood tapped in his ears. The sound of the wind ris­ing.

			Mine, mine, said a voice. Mine, mine, he’s mine!

			No, mine, mine, said an­oth­er voice. No, mine, mine; he’s mine!

			No, ours, ours, sang ten voic­es. Ours, ours, he’s ours!

			His fin­gers twitched. His jaws spasmed. His eye­lids jerked.

			At last, at last, sang a high voice. Now, now. The long time, the wait­ing. Over, over, sang the high voice. Over, over at last!

			It was like be­ing un­der­sea. Green songs, green vi­sions, green time. Bub­bled voic­es drown­ing in deep liquors of sea tide. Far away cho­rus­es chant­ing sense­less rhymes. Leonard Sale stirred in agony.

			Mine, mine, cried a loud voice. Mine, mine! shrieked an­oth­er. Ours, ours! shrieked the cho­rus.

			The din of met­al, the crash of sword, the con­flict, the bat­tle, the fight, the war. All of it ex­plod­ing, his mind fierce­ly torn apart!

			
				Eeeeeeeeeeeeee!
			

			He leaped up, scream­ing. The land­scape melt­ed and flowed.

			A voice said, “I am Tylle of Rathalar. Proud Tylle, Tylle of the Blood Mound and the Death Drum. Tylle of Rathalar, Killer of Men!”

			An­oth­er spoke, “I am Iorr of Wendil­lo, Wise Iorr, De­stroy­er of In­fi­dels!”

			The cho­rus chant­ed. “And we the war­riors, we the steel, we the war­riors, we the red blood rush­ing, the red blood fall­ing, the red blood steam­ing in the sun—”

			Leonard Sale stag­gered un­der the bur­den. “Go away!” he cried. “Leave me, in God’s name, leave me!”

			Eeeeeeeeeee, shrieked the high sound of steel hot on steel.

			Si­lence.

			

			He stood with the sweat boil­ing out of him. He was trem­bling so vi­o­lent­ly he could not stand. In­sane, he thought. Ab­so­lute­ly in­sane. Rav­ing in­sane. In­sane.

			He jerked the food kit open, did some­thing to a chem­i­cal pack­et. Hot cof­fee was ready in an in­stant. He mouthed it, spilled gush­es of it down his shirt. He shiv­ered. He sucked in raw gulps of breath.

			Let’s be log­i­cal, he thought, sit­ting down heav­i­ly. The cof­fee seared his tongue. No record of in­san­i­ty in the fam­i­ly for two hun­dred years. All healthy, well-bal­anced. No rea­son for in­san­i­ty now. Shock? Sil­ly. No shock. I’m to be res­cued in six days. No shock to that. No dan­ger. Just an or­di­nary plan­e­toid. Or­di­nary, or­di­nary place. No rea­son for in­san­i­ty. I’m sane.

			Oh? cried a small met­al voice with­in. An echo. Fad­ing.

			“Yes!” he cried, beat­ing his fists to­geth­er. “Sane!”

			Ha­ha­ha­ha­ha­ha­ha­ha­hah. Some­where a van­ish­ing laugh­ter.

			He whirled about. “Shut up, you!” he cried.

			We didn’t say any­thing, said the moun­tains. We didn’t say any­thing, said the sky. We didn’t say any­thing, said the wreck­age.

			“All right then,” he said, sway­ing. “See that you don’t.”

			Ev­ery­thing was nor­mal.

			

			The peb­bles were get­ting hot. The sky was big and blue. He looked at his fin­gers and saw the way the sun burned on ev­ery black hair. He looked at his boots and the dust on them. Sud­den­ly he felt very hap­py be­cause he made a de­ci­sion. I won’t go to sleep, he thought. I’m hav­ing night­mares, so why sleep. There’s your so­lu­tion.

			He made a rou­tine. From nine o’clock in the morn­ing, which was this minute, un­til twelve, he would walk around and see the plan­e­toid. He would write on a pad with a yel­low pen­cil ev­ery­thing he saw. Then he would sit down and open a can of oily sar­dines and some canned fresh bread with good but­ter on it. From twelve thir­ty un­til four he would read nine chap­ters of War and Peace. He took the book from the wreck­age, and laid it where he might find it lat­er. There was a book of T. S. Eliot’s po­et­ry, too. That might be nice.

			Sup­per would come at five-thir­ty and then from six un­til ten he would lis­ten to the ra­dio from Earth. There would be a cou­ple of bad co­me­di­ans telling jokes and a bad singer singing some song, and the lat­est news flash­es, sign­ing off at mid­night with the U.N. an­them.

			Af­ter that?

			He felt sick.

			I’ll play soli­taire un­til dawn, he thought. I’ll sit up and drink hot black cof­fee and play soli­taire, no cheat­ing, un­til sun­rise.

			Ho ho, he thought.

			“What did you say?” he asked him­self.

			“I said ‘Ha ha,’ ” he replied. “Some time, you’ll have to sleep.”

			“I’m wide awake,” he said.

			“Liar,” he re­tort­ed, en­joy­ing the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“I feel fine,” he said.

			“Hyp­ocrite,” he replied.

			“I’m not afraid of the night, or sleep, or any­thing,” he said.

			“Very fun­ny,” he said.

			He felt bad. He want­ed to sleep. And the fact that he was afraid of sleep made him want to lie down all the more and shut his eyes and curl up. “Com­fy-cozy?” asked his iron­ic cen­sor.

			“I’ll just walk and look at the rocks and the ge­o­log­i­cal for­ma­tions and think how good it is to be alive,” he said.

			“Ye gods,” cried his cen­sor. “William Saroy­an!”

			You’ll go on, he thought, maybe one day, maybe one night, but what about the next night and the next, and the next? Can you stay awake all that time, for six nights? Un­til the res­cue ship comes? Are you that good, that strong?

			The an­swer was no.

			What are you afraid of? I don’t know. Those voic­es. Those sounds. But they can’t hurt you, can they?

			They might. You’ve got to face them some time. Must I? Brace up to it, old man. Chin up, and all that rot.

			He sat down on the hard ground. He felt very much like cry­ing. He felt as if life was over and he was en­ter­ing new and un­known ter­ri­to­ry. It was such a de­ceiv­ing day, with the sun warm; phys­i­cal­ly, he felt able and well, one might fish on such a day as this, or pick flow­ers or kiss a wom­an or any­thing. But in the midst of a love­ly day, what did one get?

			Death.

			Well, hard­ly that.

			Death, he in­sist­ed.

			He lay down and closed his eyes. He was tired of mess­ing around.

			All right, he thought, if you are death, come get me. I want to know what all this damned non­sense is about.

			Death came.

			

			Eeeeeeeeeeeeee, said a voice.

			Yes, I know, said Leonard Sale, ly­ing there. But what else?

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, said a voice.

			I know that, al­so, said Leonard Sale, ir­ri­ta­bly. He turned cold. His mouth hung open wild­ly.

			“I am Tylle of Rathalar, Killer of Men!”

			“I am Iorr of Wendil­lo, De­stroy­er of In­fi­dels!”

			What is this place? asked Leonard Sale, strug­gling against hor­ror.

			“Once a mighty plan­et!” said Tylle of Rathalar.

			“Once a place of bat­tles!” said Iorr of Wendil­lo.

			“Now dead,” said Tylle.

			“Now silent,” said Iorr.

			“Un­til you came,” said Tylle.

			“To give us life again,” said Iorr.

			You’re dead, in­sist­ed Leonard Sale, flesh writhing. You’re noth­ing but emp­ty wind.

			“We live, through you.”

			“And fight, through you!”

			So that’s it, thought Leonard Sale. I’m to be a bat­tle­ground, am I? Are you friends?

			“En­e­mies!” cried Iorr.

			“Foul en­e­mies!” cried Tylle.

			

			Leonard smiled a ric­tal smile. He felt ghast­ly. How long have you wait­ed? he de­mand­ed.

			“How long is time?” Ten thou­sand years? “Per­haps.” Ten mil­lion years? “Per­haps.”

			What are you? Thoughts, spir­its, ghosts? “All of those, and more.” In­tel­li­gences? “Pre­cise­ly.” How did you sur­vive?

			Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeee, sang the cho­rus, far away.

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang an­oth­er army, wait­ing to fight.

			“Once up­on a time, this was fer­tile land, a rich plan­et. And there were two na­tions, strong na­tions, led by two strong men. I, Iorr. And he, that one who calls him­self Tylle. And the plan­et de­clined and gave way to noth­ing­ness. The peo­ples and the armies lan­guished in the midst of a great war which had last­ed five thou­sand years. We lived long lives and loved long loves, drank much, slept much, fought much. And when the plan­et died, our bod­ies with­ered, and, on­ly in time, and with much sci­ence, did we sur­vive.”

			Sur­vive, won­dered Leonard Sale. But there is noth­ing of you!

			“Our minds, fool, our minds! What is a body with­out a mind?”

			What is a mind with­out a body, laughed Leonard Sale. I’ve got you there. Ad­mit it, I’ve got you!

			“True,” said the cru­el voice. “One is use­less lack­ing the oth­er. But sur­vival is sur­vival even when un­con­scious. The minds of our na­tions, through sci­ence, through won­der, sur­vived.”

			But with­out sens­es, lack­ing eyes, ears, lack­ing touch, smell, and the rest? “Lack­ing all those, yes. We were va­pors, mere­ly. For a long time. Un­til to­day.”

			And now I am here, thought Leonard Sale. “You are here,” said the voice. “To give sub­stance to our men­tal­i­ties. To give us our need­ed body.”

			I’m on­ly one, thought Sale. “Nev­er­the­less, you are of use.”

			I’m an in­di­vid­u­al, thought Sale. I re­sent your in­tru­sion.

			“He re­sents our in­tru­sion! Did you hear him, Iorr? He re­sents!”

			“As if he had a right to re­sent!”

			Be care­ful, warned Sale. I’ll blink my eyes and you’ll be gone, phan­toms! I’ll wake up and rub you out!

			“But you’ll have to sleep again, some time!” cried Iorr. “And when you do, we’ll be here, wait­ing, wait­ing, wait­ing. For you.”

			What do you want? “So­lid­i­ty. Mass. Sen­sa­tion again.” You can’t both have it. “We’ll fight that out be­tween us.”

			A hot clamp twist­ed his skull. It was as if a spike had been thrust and beat­en down be­tween the bi­valvu­lar halves of his brain.

			Now it was ter­ri­bly clear. Hor­ri­bly, mag­nif­i­cent­ly clear. He was their uni­verse. The world of his thoughts, his brain, his skull, di­vid­ed in­to two camps, that of Iorr, that of Tylle. They were us­ing him!

			Pen­nants flung up on a pink mind sky! Brass shields caught the sun. Grey an­i­mals shift­ed and came rush­ing in bristling tides of sword and plume and trum­pet.

			Eeeeeeeeeeeeeeee! The rush­ing.

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh! The roar­ing.

			Nowwwwwwwwww! the whirling.

			Mm­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­m­mm—

			Ten thou­sand men hur­tled across the small hid­den stage. Ten thou­sand men float­ed on the shel­lacked in­ner ball of his eye. Ten thou­sand javelins hissed be­tween the small bone hulls of his head. Ten thou­sand jew­eled guns ex­plod­ed. Ten thou­sand voic­es chant­ed in his ears. Now his body was riv­en and ex­tend­ed, shak­en and rolled, he was scream­ing, writhing, the plates of his skull threat­ened to burst asun­der. The gab­bling, the shrilling, as, across bone plains of mind and con­ti­nent of in­ner mar­row, through gul­lies of vein, down hills of artery, over rivers of melan­choly, came armies and armies, one army, two armies, swords flashed in the sun, bear­ing down up­on each oth­er, fifty thou­sand minds snatch­ing, scrab­bling, cut­ting at him, de­mand­ing, us­ing. In a mo­ment, the hard col­li­sion, one army on an­oth­er, the rush, the blood, the sound, the fury, the death, the in­san­i­ty!

			Like cym­bals, the armies struck!

			He leaped up, rav­ing. He ran across the desert. He ran and ran and did not stop run­ning.

			He sat down and cried. He sobbed un­til his lungs ached. He cried very hard and long. Tears ran down his cheeks and in­to his up­raised, trem­bling fin­gers. “God, God, help me, oh God, help me,” he said.

			All was nor­mal again.

			

			It was four o’clock in the af­ter­noon. The rocks were baked by the sun. He man­aged, af­ter a time, to cook him­self a few hot bis­cuits, which he ate with straw­ber­ry jam. He wiped his stained fin­gers on his shirt, blind­ly, try­ing not to think.

			“At least I know what I’m up against,” he thought. “Oh, Lord, what a world. What an in­no­cent look­ing world, and what a mon­ster it re­al­ly is. It’s good no one ev­er ex­plored it be­fore. Or did they?” He shook his aching head. Pity them, who ev­er crashed here be­fore, if any ev­er did. Warm sun, hard rocks, not a sign of hos­til­i­ty. A love­ly world.

			Un­til you shut your eyes and re­laxed your mind.

			And the night and the voic­es and the in­san­i­ty and the death padded in on soft feet.

			“I’m all right now, though,” he said, proud­ly. “Look at that.” He dis­played his hand. By a supreme ef­fort of will, it was no longer shak­ing. “I’ll show you who in hell’s ruler here,” he an­nounced to the in­no­cent sky. “I am.” He tapped his chest.

			To think that thought could live that long! A mil­lion years, per­haps, all these thoughts of death and dis­or­der and con­quest, lin­ger­ing in the in­no­cent but poi­sonous air of the plan­et, wait­ing for a re­al man to give them a chan­nel through which they might is­sue again in all their sense­less vir­u­lence.

			Now that he was feel­ing bet­ter, it was all sil­ly. All I have to do, he thought, is stay awake six nights. They won’t both­er me that way. When I’m awake, I’m dom­i­nant. I’m stronger than those crazy mon­archs and their sil­ly tribes of sword-flingers and shield-bear­ers and horn-blow­ers. I’ll stay awake.

			But can you? he won­dered. Six whole nights? Awake?

			There’s cof­fee and medicine and books and cards.

			But I’m tired now, so tired, he thought. Can I hold out?

			Well, if not. There’s al­ways the gun.

			Where will these sil­ly mon­archs be if you put a bul­let through their stage? All the world’s a stage? No. You, Leonard Sale, are the small stage. And they the play­ers. And what if you put a bul­let through the wings, tear­ing down scenes, de­stroy­ing cur­tains, ru­in­ing lines! De­stroy the stage, the play­ers, all, if they aren’t care­ful!

			First of all, he must ra­dio through to Mar­sport, again. If there was any way they could rush the res­cue ship soon­er, then maybe he could hang on. Any­way, he must warn them what sort of plan­et this was, this so in­no­cent seem­ing spot of night­mare and fever vi­sion—

			He tapped on the ra­dio key for a minute. His mouth tight­ened. The ra­dio was dead.

			It had sent through the prop­er res­cue mes­sage, re­ceived a re­ply, and then ex­tin­guished it­self.

			The prop­er touch of irony, he thought. There was on­ly one thing to do. Draw a plan.

			This he did. He got a yel­low pen­cil and de­lin­eat­ed his six day plan of es­cape.

			Tonight, he wrote, read six more chap­ters of War and Peace. At four in the morn­ing have hot black cof­fee. At four-fif­teen take cards from pack and play ten games of soli­taire. This should take un­til six-thir­ty when—more cof­fee. At sev­en o’clock, lis­ten to ear­ly morn­ing pro­grams from Earth, if the re­ceiv­ing equip­ment on the ra­dio works at all. Does it?

			He tried the ra­dio re­ceiv­er. It was dead.

			Well, he wrote, from sev­en o’clock un­til eight, sing all the songs you re­mem­ber, make your own en­ter­tain­ment. From eight un­til nine think about He­len King. Re­mem­ber He­len. On sec­ond thought, think about He­len right now.

			He marked that out with his pen­cil.

			The rest of the days were set down in minute de­tail.

			He checked the med­i­cal kit. There were sev­er­al pack­ets of tablets that would keep you awake. One tablet an hour ev­ery hour for six days. He felt quite con­fi­dent.

			“Here’s mud in your evil eye, Iorr, Tylle!”

			He swal­lowed one of the stay-wake tablets with a scald­ing mouth of black cof­fee.

			

			Well, with one thing and an­oth­er it was Tol­stoy or Balzac, gin-rum­my, cof­fee, tablets, walk­ing, more Tol­stoy, more Balzac, more gin-rum­my, more soli­taire. The first day passed, as did the sec­ond and the third.

			On the fourth day he lay qui­et­ly in the shade of a rock, count­ing to a thou­sand by fives, then by tens, to keep his mind oc­cu­pied and awake. His eyes were so tired he had to bathe them fre­quent­ly in cool wa­ter. He couldn’t read, he was both­ered with split­ting headaches. He was so ex­haust­ed he couldn’t move. He was numb with medicine. He re­sem­bled a wax­en dum­my, stuffed with things to pre­serve him in a state of hor­ri­fied wake­ful­ness. His eyes were glass, his tongue a rust­ed pike, his fin­gers felt as if they were gloved in nee­dles and fur.

			He fol­lowed the hand of his watch. One sec­ond less to wait, he thought. Two sec­onds, three sec­onds, four, five, ten, thir­ty sec­onds. A whole minute. Now an hour less time to wait. Oh, ship, hur­ry on thy ap­point­ed round!

			He be­gan to laugh soft­ly.

			What would hap­pen if he just gave up, drift­ed off in­to sleep? Sleep, ah, sleep; per­chance to dream. All the world a stage. … What if he gave up the un­equal strug­gle, lapsed down?

			Eeeeeeeeeee, the high, shrill warn­ing sound of bat­tle met­al.

			He shiv­ered. His tongue moved in his dry, bur­ry mouth.

			Iorr and Tylle would bat­tle out their an­cient bat­tle.

			Leonard Sale would be­come quite in­sane.

			And which­ever won the bat­tle, would take this ru­in of an in­sane man, the shak­ing, laugh­ing wild body, and wan­der it across the face of this world for ten, twen­ty years, oc­cu­py­ing it, strid­ing in it, pompous, hold­ing court, mak­ing grand ges­tures, or­der­ing heads sev­ered, call­ing on in­ward un­seen danc­ing girls. Leonard Sale, what re­mained of him, would be led off to some hid­den cave, there to be in­fest­ed with wars and worms of wars for twen­ty in­sane years, oc­cu­pied and pros­ti­tut­ed by old and out­landish thoughts.

			When the res­cue ship ar­rived it would find noth­ing. Sale would be hid­den some­where by a tri­umphant army in his head. Hid­den in some cleft of rock, placed there like a nest for Iorr to lie up­on in evil oc­cu­pa­tion.

			The thought of it al­most broke him in half.

			Twen­ty years of in­san­i­ty. Twen­ty years of tor­ture, do­ing what you don’t want to do. Twen­ty years of wars rag­ing and be­ing split apart, twen­ty years of nau­sea and trem­bling.

			His head sank down be­tween his knees. His eyes snapped and cracked and made soft nois­es. His eardrum popped tired­ly.

			Sleep, sleep, sang soft sea voic­es.

			I’ll—I’ll make a propo­si­tion with you, lis­ten, thought Leonard Sale. You, Iorr, you, too, Tylle! Iorr, you can oc­cu­py me on Mon­days, Wednes­days and Fri­days. Tylle, you can take me over on Sun­days, Tues­days and Sat­ur­days. Thurs­day is maid’s night out. Okay?

			Eeeeeeeeeeeeee, sang the sea tides, seething in his brain.

			Ohh­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang the dis­tant voic­es soft­ly, soft.

			What’ll you say, is it a bar­gain, Iorr, Tylle?

			No, said a voice.

			No, said an­oth­er.

			Greedy, both of you, greedy! com­plained Sale. A pox on both your hous­es!

			He slept.

			

			He was Iorr, jew­eled rings on his hands. He arose be­side his rock­et and held out his fin­gers, com­mand­ing blind armies. He was Iorr, an­cient ruler of jew­eled war­riors.

			He was Tylle, lover of wom­en, killer of dogs!

			With some hid­den bit of aware­ness, his hand crept to the hol­ster at his hip. The sleep­ing hand with­drew the gun there. The hand lift­ed, the gun point­ed.

			The armies of Tylle and Iorr gave bat­tle.

			The gun ex­plod­ed.

			The bul­let tore across Sale’s fore­head, wak­en­ing him.

			He stayed awake for an­oth­er six hours, get­ting over his lat­est siege. He knew it to be hope­less now. He washed and ban­daged the wound he had giv­en him­self. He wished he had aimed straighter and it was all over. He watched the sky. Two more days. Two more. Come on, ship, come on. He was heavy with sleep­less­ness.

			No use. At the end of six hours he was rav­ing bad­ly. He took the gun up and put it down and took it up again, put it against his head, tight­ened his hand on the trig­ger, changed his mind, looked at the sky again.

			Night set­tled. He tried to read, threw the book away. He tore it up and burned it, just to have some­thing to do.

			So tired. In an­oth­er hour, he de­cid­ed. If noth­ing hap­pens, I’ll kill my­self. This is for cer­tain now. I’ll do it, this time.

			He got the gun ready and laid it on the ground next to him­self.

			He was very calm now, though tired. It would be over and done. He would be dead.

			He watched the minute hand of his watch. One minute, five min­utes, twen­ty-five min­utes.

			The flame ap­peared on the sky.

			It was so un­be­liev­able he start­ed to cry. “A rock­et,” he said, stand­ing up. “A rock­et!” he cried, rub­bing his eyes. He ran for­ward.

			The flame bright­ened, grew, came down.

			He waved fran­ti­cal­ly, run­ning for­ward, leav­ing his gun, his sup­plies, ev­ery­thing be­hind. “You see that, Iorr, Tylle! You sav­ages, you mon­sters, I beat you! I won! They’re com­ing to res­cue me now! I’ve won, damn you.”

			He laughed harsh­ly at the rocks and the sky and the backs of his hands.

			The rock­et land­ed. Leonard Sale stood sway­ing, wait­ing for the door to lid open.

			“Good­bye, Iorr, good­bye, Tylle!” he shout­ed in tri­umph, grin­ning, eyes hot.

			Eeeeee, sang a di­min­ish­ing roar in time.

			Ah­h­h­h­hh, voic­es fad­ed.

			The rock­et flipped wide its air­lock. Two men jumped out.

			“Sale?” they called. “We’re Ship ACD­N13. In­ter­cept­ed your SOS and de­cid­ed to pick you up our­selves. The Mar­sport ship won’t get through un­til day af­ter to­mor­row. We want a spot of rest our­selves. Thought it’d be good to spend the night here, pick you up, and go on.”

			“No,” said Sale, face melt­ing with ter­ror. “No spend night—”

			He couldn’t talk. He fell to the ground.

			“Quick,” said a voice, in the bleary vor­tex over him. “Give him a shot of food liq­uid, an­oth­er of seda­tive. He needs sus­te­nance and rest.”

			“No rest!” screamed Sale.

			“Deliri­ous,” said one man soft­ly.

			“No sleep!” screamed Sale.

			“There, there,” said the man gen­tly. A nee­dle poked in­to Sale’s arm.

			Sale thrashed. “No sleep, go!” he mouthed hor­ri­bly. “Oh, go!”

			“Deliri­ous,” said one man. “Shock.”

			“No seda­tive!” screamed Sale.

			The seda­tive flowed in­to him.

			Eeeeeeeeeeee, sang the an­cient winds.

			Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh, sang the an­cient seas.

			“No seda­tive, no sleep, please, don’t, don’t, don’t!” screamed Sale, try­ing to get up. “You don’t—un­der­stand!”

			“Take it easy, old man, you’re safe among us now, noth­ing to wor­ry about,” said the res­cuer above him.

			Leonard Sale slept. The two men stood over him.

			As they watched, Sale’s fea­tures changed vi­o­lent­ly. He groaned and cried and snarled in his sleep. His face was riv­en with emo­tion. It was the face of a saint, a sin­ner, a fiend, a mon­ster, a dark­ness, a light, one, many, an army, a vac­u­um, all, all!

			He writhed in his sleep.

			Eeeeeeeeee! the sound burst from his mouth. Ah­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­h­hh! he screamed.

			“What’s wrong with him?” asked one of the two res­cuers.

			“I don’t know. More seda­tive?”

			“More seda­tive. Nerves. He needs more sleep.”

			They stuck the nee­dle in his arm. Sale writhed and spat and moaned.

			Then, sud­den­ly, he was dead.

			He lay there, the two men over him. “What a shame,” said one of them. “Can you fig­ure that?”

			“Shock. Poor guy. What a pity.” They cov­ered his face. “Did you ev­er see a face like that?”

			“To­tal­ly in­sane.”

			“Lone­li­ness. Shock.”

			“Yes. Lord, what an ex­pres­sion. I hope nev­er to see a face like that again.”

			“What a shame, wait­ing for us, and we ar­rive, and he dies any­way.”

			They glanced around. “What shall we do? Shall we spend the night?”

			“Yes. It’s good to be out of the ship.”

			“We’ll bury him first, of course.”

			“Nat­u­ral­ly.”

			“And spend the night in the open, with good air, right? Good to be in the open again. Af­ter two weeks in that damned ship.”

			“Right. I’ll find a spot for him. You start sup­per, eh?”

			“Done.”

			“Should be good sleep­ing tonight.”

			“Fine, fine.”

			They made a grave and said a word over it. They drank their evening cof­fee silent­ly. They smelled the sweet air of the plan­et and looked at the love­ly sky and the bright and beau­ti­ful stars.

			“What a night,” they said, ly­ing down.

			“Pleas­ant dreams,” said one, rolling over.

			And the oth­er replied, “Pleas­ant dreams.”

			They slept.

		
	
		
			Jonah of the Jove-Run

			Nib­ley stood in the chang­ing shad­ows and sounds of Mar­sport, watch­ing the great sup­ply ship Ter­ra be­ing en­tered and left by a num­ber of of­fi­cials and me­chan­ics. Some­thing had hap­pened. Some­thing was wrong. There were a lot of hard faces and not much talk. There was a bit of swear­ing and ev­ery­body looked up at the night sky of Mars, wait­ing.

			But no­body came to Nib­ley for his opin­ion or his help. He stood there, a very old man, with a slack-gummed face and eyes like the lit­tle bub­bly stalks of cray­fish look­ing up at you from a clear creek. He stood there ful­ly ne­glect­ed. He stood there and talked to him­self.

			“They don’t want me, or need me,” he said. “Ma­chines are bet­ter, nowa­days. Why should they want an old man like me with a taste for Mar­tian liquor? They shouldn’t! A ma­chine isn’t old and fool­ish, and doesn’t get drunk!”

			Way out over the dead sea bot­toms, Nib­ley sensed some­thing mov­ing. Part of him­self was sud­den­ly awake and sen­si­tive. His small sharp eyes moved in his with­ered face. Some­thing in­side of his small skull re­act­ed and he shiv­ered. He knew. He knew that what these men were watch­ing and wait­ing for would nev­er come.

			Nib­ley edged up to one of the as­troga­tors from the Ter­ra. He touched him on the shoul­der. “Say,” he said. “I’m busy,” said the as­troga­tor. “I know,” said Nib­ley, “but if you’re wait­ing for that small re­pair rock­et to come through with the ex­tra aux­il­iary as­ter­oid com­pu­ta­tor on it, you’re wast­ing your time.”

			“Like hell,” said the as­troga­tor, glar­ing at the old man. “That re­pair rock­et’s got to come through, and quick; we need it. It’ll get here.”

			“No, it won’t,” said Nib­ley, sad­ly, and shook his head and closed his eyes. “It just crashed, a sec­ond ago, out on the dead sea bot­tom. I—felt—it crash. I sensed it go­ing down. It’ll nev­er come through.”

			“Go away, old man,” said the as­troga­tor. “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. It’ll come through. Sure, sure, it has to come through.” The as­troga­tor turned away and looked at the sky, smok­ing a cig­a­rette.

			“I know it as a fact,” said Nib­ley, but the young as­troga­tor wouldn’t lis­ten. He didn’t want to hear the truth. The truth was not a pleas­ant thing. Nib­ley went on, to him­self. “I know it for a fact, just like I was al­ways able to know the course of me­te­ors with my mind, or the or­bits or parabo­las of as­ter­oids. I tell you—”

			The men stood around wait­ing and smok­ing. They didn’t know yet about the crash out there. Nib­ley felt a great sor­row rise in him­self for them. That ship meant a great deal to them and now it had crashed. Per­haps their lives had crashed with it.

			A loud speak­er on the out­er area of the land­ing tar­mac opened out with a voice: “At­ten­tion, crew of the Ter­ra. The re­pair ship just ra­dioed in a re­port that it has been fired up­on from some­where over the dead seas. It crashed a minute ago.”

			The re­port was so sud­den and qui­et and mat­ter-of-fact that the stand­ing smok­ing men did not for a mo­ment un­der­stand it.

			Then, each in his own way, they re­act­ed to it. Some of them ran for the ra­dio build­ing to ver­i­fy the re­port. Oth­ers sat down and put their hands over their faces. Still more of them stood star­ing at the sky as if star­ing might put the re­pair ship back to­geth­er again and get it here safe and in­tact. In­stinc­tive­ly, at last, all of them looked up at the sky.

			Jupiter was there, with its co­terie of moons, bright and far away. Part of their lives lived on Jupiter. Most of them had chil­dren and wives there and cer­tain du­ties to per­form to in­sure the longevi­ty of said chil­dren and wives. Now, with the speak­ing of a few words over a loud­speak­er, the dis­tance to Jupiter was sud­den­ly an im­mense im­pos­si­bil­i­ty.

			The cap­tain of the Rock­et Ter­ra walked across the field slow­ly. He stopped sev­er­al times to try and light a cig­a­rette, but the night wind blew it out. He stood in the rock­et shad­ow and looked up at Jupiter and swore qui­et­ly, again and again and fi­nal­ly threw down his cig­a­rette and heeled it with his shoe.

			Nib­ley walked up and stood be­side the cap­tain.

			“Cap­tain Kroll. …”

			Kroll turned. “Oh, hel­lo, Grand­pa—”

			“Tough luck.”

			“Yeah. Yeah. I guess that’s what you’d call it. Tough luck.”

			“You’re go­ing to take off any­way, Cap­tain?”

			“Sure,” said Kroll qui­et­ly, look­ing at the sky. “Sure.”

			“How’s the pro­tec­tive com­pu­ta­tor on board your ship?”

			“Not so hot. Bad, in fact. It might conk out be­fore we get half­way through the as­ter­oids.”

			“That’s not good,” said Nib­ley.

			“It’s lousy. I feel sick. I need a drink. I wish I was dead. I wish we’d nev­er start­ed this damned busi­ness of be­ing damned pi­o­neers. My fam­i­ly’s up there!” He jerked his hand half­way to Jupiter, vi­o­lent­ly. He set­tled down and tried to light an­oth­er cig­a­rette. No go. He threw it down af­ter the oth­er.

			“Can’t get through the as­ter­oids with­out an as­ter­oid com­pu­ta­tor to pro­tect you, with­out that old radar set­up, cap­tain,” said Nib­ley, blink­ing wet­ly. He shuf­fled his small feet around in the red dust.

			“We had an aux­il­iary com­pu­ta­tor on that re­pair ship com­ing from Earth,” said Kroll, stand­ing there. “And it had to crash.”

			“The Mar­tians shoot it down, you think?”

			“Sure. They don’t like us go­ing up to Jupiter. They got claims there, too. They’d like to see our colony die out. Best way to kill a colony is starve the colony. Starve the peo­ple. That means my fam­i­ly and lots of fam­i­lies. Then when you starve out the fam­i­lies the Mar­tians can step in and take over, damn their filthy souls!”

			

			Kroll fell silent. Nib­ley shift­ed around. He walked around in front of Kroll so Kroll would see him. “Cap­tain?”

			Kroll didn’t even look at him.

			Nib­ley said, “Maybe I can help.”

			“You?”

			“You heard about me, cap­tain! You heard about me.”

			“What about you?”

			“You can’t wait a month for an­oth­er aux­il­iary com­pu­ta­tor to come through from Earth. You got to push off tonight, to Jupiter, to get to your fam­i­ly and the colony and all that, cap­tain, sure!” Nib­ley was hasty, he sort of fid­get­ed around, his voice high, and ex­cit­ed. “An’ if your on­ly com­pu­ta­tor conks out in the mid­dle of the as­ter­oids, well, you know what that means. Bang! No more ship! No more you. No more colony on Jupiter! Now, you know about me, my abil­i­ty, you know, you heard.”

			Kroll was cool and qui­et and far away. “I heard about you, old man. I heard lots. They say you got a fun­ny brain and do things ma­chines can’t do. I don’t know. I don’t like the idea.”

			“But you got to like the idea, cap­tain. I’m the on­ly one can help you now!”

			“I don’t trust you. I heard about your drink­ing that time and wreck­ing that ship. I re­mem­ber that.”

			“But I’m not drink­ing now. See. Smell my breath, go ahead! You see?”

			Kroll stood there. He looked at the ship and he looked at the sky and then at Nib­ley. Fi­nal­ly he sighed. “Old man, I’m leav­ing right now. I might just as well take you along as leave you. You might do some good. What can I lose?”

			“Not a damned thing, Cap­tain, and you won’t be sor­ry,” cried Nib­ley.

			“Step live­ly, then!”

			They went to the Rock­et, Kroll run­ning, Nib­ley hob­bling along af­ter.

			Trem­bling ex­cit­ed­ly, Nib­ley stum­bled in­to the Rock­et. Ev­ery­thing had a hot mist over it. First time on a rock­et in—ten years, by god. Good. Good to be aboard again. He smelled it. It smelled fine. It felt fine. Oh, it was very fine in­deed. First time since that trou­ble he got in­to off the plan­et Venus … he brushed that thought away. That was over and past.

			He fol­lowed Kroll up through the ship to a small room in the prow.

			Men ran up and down the rungs. Men who had fam­i­lies out there on Jupiter and were will­ing to go through the as­ter­oids with a faulty radar set­up to reach those fam­i­lies and bring them the nec­es­sary car­go of ma­chin­ery and food they need­ed to go on.

			Out of a warm mist, old Nib­ley heard him­self be­ing in­tro­duced to a third man in the small room.

			“Dou­glas, this is Nib­ley, our aux­il­iary com­pu­tat­ing ma­chine.”

			“A poor time for jok­ing, Cap­tain.”

			“It’s no joke,” cried Nib­ley. “Here I am.”

			Dou­glas eyed Nib­ley with a very cold and ex­act eye. “No,” he said. “No. I can’t use him. I’m com­putant-me­chan­ic.”

			“And I’m cap­tain,” said Kroll.

			Dou­glas looked at Kroll. “We’ll shove through to Jupiter with just our leaky set of radar-com­pu­ta­tors; that’s the way it’ll have to be. If we’re wrecked half­way, well, we’re wrecked. But I’ll be damned if I go along with a de­crepit son-of-a-witch-doc­tor!”

			Nib­ley’s eyes wa­tered. He sucked in on him­self. There was a pain round his heart and he was sud­den­ly chilled.

			Kroll start­ed to speak, but a gong rat­tled and banged and a voice shout­ed, “Sta­tions! Gun­ners up! Ham­mocks! Take­off!”

			“Take­off!”

			“Stay here!” Kroll snapped it at the old man. He leaped away and down the rungs of the lad­der, leav­ing Nib­ley alone in the broad shad­ow of the bit­ter-eyed Dou­glas. Dou­glas looked him up and down in surly con­tempt. “So you know arcs, parabo­las and or­bits as good as my ma­chines, do you?”

			Nib­ley nod­ded, an­gry now that Kroll was gone:

			“Ma­chines,” shrilled Nib­ley. “Can’t do ev­ery­thing! They ain’t got no in­tu­ition. Can’t un­der­stand sab­o­tage and ha­treds and ar­gu­ments. Or peo­ple. Ma­chines’re too damn slow!”

			Dou­glas lid­ded his eyes. “You—you’re faster?”

			“I’m faster,” said Nib­ley.

			Dou­glas flicked his cig­a­rette to­ward a wall-dis­pos­al slot.

			“Pre­dict that or­bit!”

			Nib­ley’s eyes jerked. “Gonna miss it!”

			The cig­a­rette lay smoul­der­ing on the deck.

			Dou­glas scowled at the cig­a­rette.

			Nib­ley made wheezy laugh­ter. He minced to his shock-ham­mock, zipped in­to it. “Not bad, not bad, eh?”

			The ship rum­bled.

			An­gri­ly, Dou­glas snatched up the cig­a­rette, car­ried it to his own ham­mock, rolled in, zipped the zip­per, then, de­lib­er­ate­ly, he flicked the cig­a­rette once more. It flew.

			“An­oth­er miss,” pre­dict­ed Nib­ley.

			Dou­glas was still glar­ing at the floored cig­a­rette when the Rock­et burst grav­i­ty and shot up in­to space to­ward the as­ter­oids.

			

			Mars dwin­dled in­to the sun. As­ter­oids swept silent­ly down the star-tracks, all met­al, all in­vis­i­ble, shift­ing and shift­ing to har­ry the Rock­et—

			Nib­ley sprawled by the great thick visi­port feel­ing the com­pu­ta­tors giv­ing him com­pe­ti­tion un­der the floor in the lev­el be­low, pre­dict­ing me­te­ors and cor­rect­ing the Ter­ra’s course ac­cord­ing­ly.

			Dou­glas stood be­hind Nib­ley, stiff and qui­et. Since he was com­putant-me­chan­ic, Nib­ley was his charge. He was to pro­tect Nib­ley from harm. Kroll had said so. Dou­glas didn’t like it at all.

			Nib­ley was feel­ing fine. It was like the old days. It was good. He laughed. He waved at noth­ing out­side the port. “Hi, there!” he called. “Me­te­or,” he ex­plained in an aside to Dou­glas. “You see it?”

			“Lives at stake and you sit there play­ing.”

			“Nope. Not playin’. Just warmin’ up. I can see ’em beat­in’ like hell all up and down the line, son. God’s truth.”

			“Kroll’s a damned fool,” said Dou­glas. “Sure, you had a few lucky breaks in the old days be­fore they built a good com­pu­ta­tor. A few lucky breaks and you lived off them. Your day’s done.”

			“I’m still good.”

			“How about the time you swilled a quart of rotgut and al­most killed a car­go of civil­ian tourists? I heard about that. All I have to say is one word and your ears’d twitch. Whiskey.”

			At the word, sali­va ran alarm­ing­ly in Nib­ley’s mouth. He swal­lowed guilti­ly. Dou­glas, snort­ing, turned and start­ed from the room. Nib­ley grabbed a mon­key-wrench on im­pulse, heaved it. The wrench hit the wall and fell down. Nib­ley wheezed, “Wrench got an or­bit like ev­ery­thing. Fair bit of com­pu­ta­tion I did. One point over and I’d have flanked that crumb!”

			There was si­lence now, as he hob­bled back and sat weari­ly to stare in­to the stars. He felt all of the ship’s men around him. Vague warm elec­tri­cal stir­rings of fear, hope, dis­may, ex­haus­tion. All their or­bits com­ing in­to a par­al­lel tra­jec­to­ry now. All liv­ing in the same path with him. And the as­ter­oids smashed down with an in­creas­ing swift­ness. In a very few hours the main body of mis­siles would be en­coun­tered.

			Now, as he stared in­to space he felt a dark or­bit com­ing in­to con­junc­tion with his own. It was an un­pleas­ant or­bit. One that touched him with fear. It drew clos­er. It was dark. It was very close now.

			A mo­ment lat­er a tall man in a black uni­form climbed the rungs from be­low and stood look­ing at Nib­ley.

			“I’m Bruno,” he said. He was a ner­vous fel­low, and kept look­ing around, look­ing around, at the walls, the deck, at Nib­ley. “I’m food spe­cial­ist on board. How come you’re up here? Come down to mess lat­er. Join me in a game of Mar­tian chess.”

			Nib­ley said, “I’d beat the hell out of you. Wouldn’t pay. It’s against or­ders for me to be down be­low, any­ways.”

			“How come?”

			“Nev­er you nev­er mind. Got things to do up here. I no­tice things. I’m chartin’ a spe­cial course in a spe­cial way. Even Cap­tain Kroll don’t know ev­ery rea­son why I’m makin’ this trip. Got my own per­son­al rea­sons. I see ’em comin’ and goin’, and I got their or­bits picked neat and dandy. Me­te­ors, plan­ets and men. Why, let me tell you—”

			Bruno tensed some­what for­ward. His face was a lit­tle too in­ter­est­ed. Nib­ley didn’t like the feel of the man. He was off-tra­jec­to­ry. He—smelled—fun­ny. He felt fun­ny.

			Nib­ley shut up. “Nice day,” he said.

			“Go ahead,” said Bruno. “You were say­ing?”

			Dou­glas stepped up the rungs. Bruno cut it short, salut­ed Dou­glas, and left.

			Dou­glas watched him go, cold­ly. “What’d Bruno want?” he asked of the old man. “Cap­tain’s or­ders, you’re to see no­body.”

			Nib­ley’s wrin­kles made a smile. “Watch that guy Bruno. I got his or­bit fixed all round and arced. I see him goin’ now, and I see him reachin’ aphe­lion and I see him comin’ back.”

			Dou­glas pulled his lip. “You think Bruno might be work­ing for the Mar­tian in­dus­tri­al clique? If I thought he had any­thing to do with stop­ping us from get­ting to the Jo­vian colony—”

			“He’ll be back,” said Nib­ley. “Just be­fore we reach the heavy As­ter­oid Belt. Wait and see.”

			The ship swerved. The com­pu­ta­tors had just dodged a me­te­or. Dou­glas smiled. That griped Nib­ley. The ma­chines were steal­ing his feath­ers. Nib­ley paused and closed his eyes.

			“Here come two more me­te­ors! I beat the ma­chine this time!”

			They wait­ed. The ship swerved, twice.

			“Damn it,” said Dou­glas.

			

			Two hours passed. “It got lone­ly up­stairs,” said Nib­ley apolo­get­i­cal­ly.

			Cap­tain Kroll glanced ner­vous­ly up from the mess-ta­ble where he and twelve oth­er men sat. Williams, Simp­son, Haines, Bruno, Mc­Clure, Leiber, and the rest. All were eat­ing, but not hun­gry. They all looked a lit­tle sick. The ship was swerv­ing again and again, steadi­ly, steadi­ly, back and forth. In a short in­ter­val the Heavy Belt would be touched. Then there would be re­al sick­ness.

			“Okay,” said Kroll to Nib­ley. “You can eat with us, this once. And on­ly this once, re­mem­ber that.”

			Nib­ley ate like a starved weasel. Bruno looked over at him again and again and fi­nal­ly asked, “How about that chess game?”

			“Nope. I al­ways win. Don’t want to brag but I was the best out­field­er play­ing base­ball when I was at school. Nev­er struck out at bat, nei­ther. Damn good.”

			Bruno cut a piece of meat. “What’s your busi­ness now, Gramps?”

			“Find­in’ out where things is goin’,” evad­ed Nib­ley.

			Kroll snapped his gaze at Nib­ley. The old man hur­ried on, “Why, I know where the whole blamed uni­verse is headin’.” Ev­ery­body looked up from their eat­ing. “But you wouldn’t be­lieve me if I told you,” laughed the old man.

			Some­body whis­tled. Oth­ers chuck­led. Kroll re­laxed. Bruno scowled. Nib­ley con­tin­ued, “It’s a feel­in’. You can’t de­scribe stars to a blind man, or God to any­body. Why, hell’s bells, lads, if I want­ed I could write a for­mu­la on pa­per and if you worked it out in your mind you’d drop dead of sym­bol poi­son.”

			Again laugh­ter. A bit of wine was poured all around as a brac­er for the hours ahead. Nib­ley eyed the for­bid­den stuff and got up. “Well, I got to go.” “Have some wine,” said Bruno. “No, thanks,” said Nib­ley. “Go ahead, have some,” said Bruno. “I don’t like it,” said Nib­ley, wet­ting his lips. “That’s a laugh,” said Bruno, eye­ing him. “I got to go up­stairs. Nice to have ate with you boys. See you lat­er, af­ter we get through the Swarms—”

			Faces be­came wood­en at the men­tion of the ap­proach­ing Belt. Fin­gers tight­ened against the ta­ble edge. Nib­ley spi­dered back up the rungs to his lit­tle room alone.

			An hour lat­er, Nib­ley was drunk as a chromi­um-plat­ed pi­rate.

			He kept it a se­cret. He hid the wine-bot­tle in his shock-ham­mock, grog­gi­ly. Stroke of luck. Oh yes, oh yes, a stroke, a stroke of luck, yes, yes, yes, find­ing that love­ly fine won­der­ful wine in the stor­age cab­i­net near the visi­port. Why, yes! And since he’d been thirsty for so long, so long, so long. Well? Gur­gle, gur­gle!

			Nib­ley was drunk.

			He swayed be­fore the visi­port, drunk­en­ly de­cid­ing the tra­jec­to­ries of a thou­sand in­vis­i­ble noth­ings. Then he be­gan to ar­gue with him­self, drowsi­ly, as he al­ways ar­gued when wine-webs were be­ing spun through his skull by red, drowsy spi­ders. His heart beat dul­ly. His lit­tle sharp eyes flick­ered with sud­den flights of anger.

			“You’re some liar, Mr. Nib­ley,” he told him­self. “You point at me­te­ors, but who’s to prove you right or wrong, right or wrong, eh? You sit up here and wait and wait and wait. Those ma­chines down be­low spoil it. You nev­er have a chance to prove your abil­i­ty! No! The cap­tain won’t use you! He won’t need you! None of those men be­lieve in you. Think you’re a liar. Laugh at you. Yes, laugh. Yes, they call you an old, old liar!”

			Nib­ley’s thin nos­trils quiv­ered. His thin wrin­kled face was crim­soned and wild. He stag­gered to his feet, got hold of his fa­vorite mon­key-wrench and waved it slow­ly back and forth.

			

			For a mo­ment his heart al­most stopped in him. In pan­ic he clutched at his chest, push­ing, pulling, pump­ing at his heart to keep it run­ning. The wine. The ex­cite­ment. He dropped the wrench. “No, not yet!” he looked down at his chest, wild­ly tear­ing at it. “Not just yet, oh please!” he cried. “Not un­til I show them!”

			His heart went on beat­ing, drunk­en­ly, slow­ly.

			He bent, re­trieved the wrench and laughed numbly. “I’ll show ’em,” he cried, weav­ing across the deck. “Show them how good I am. Elim­i­nate com­pe­ti­tion! I’ll run the ship my­self!”

			He climbed slow­ly down the rungs to de­stroy the ma­chines.

			It made a lot of noise.

			Nib­ley heard a shout. “Get him!” His hand went down again, again. There was a scream of whis­tles, a jar­ring of flung met­al, a mi­nor ex­plo­sion. His hand went down again, the wrench in it. He felt him­self curs­ing and pound­ing away. Some­thing shat­tered. Men ran to­ward him. This was the com­pu­ta­tor! He hit up­on it once more. Yes! Then he was caught up like an emp­ty sack, smashed in the face by some­one’s fist, thrown to the deck. “Cut ac­cel­er­a­tion!” a voice cried far away. The ship slowed. Some­body kicked Nib­ley in the face. Black­ness. Dark. Around and around down in­to dark­ness. …

			When he opened his eyes again peo­ple were talk­ing:

			“We’re turn­ing back.”

			“The hell we are. Kroll says we’ll go on, any­way.”

			“That’s sui­cide! We can’t hit that As­ter­oid Belt with­out radar.”

			Nib­ley looked up from the floor. Kroll was there, over him, look­ing down at the old man. “I might have known,” he said, over and over again. He wa­vered in Nib­ley’s sober­ing vi­sion.

			The ship hung mo­tion­less, silent. Through the ports, Nib­ley saw they were based on the sun­ward side of a large plan­e­toid, wait­ing, shield­ed from most of the as­ter­oid par­ti­cles.

			“I’m sor­ry,” said Nib­ley.

			“He’s sor­ry.” Kroll swore. “The very man we bring along as re­lief com­pu­ta­tor sab­o­tages our ma­chine! Hell!”

			Bruno was in the room. Nib­ley saw Bruno’s eyes di­late at Kroll’s ex­cla­ma­tion. Bruno knew now.

			Nib­ley tried to get up. “We’ll get through the Swarm, any­way. I’ll take you through. That’s why I broke that blast­ed con­trap­tion. I don’t like com­pe­ti­tion. I can clear a path through them as­ter­oids big enough to lug Lu­na through on Track Five!”

			“Who gave you the wine?”

			“I found it, I just found it, that’s all.”

			The crew hat­ed him with their eyes. He felt their ha­tred like so many me­te­ors com­ing in and strik­ing at him. They hat­ed his shriv­eled, wrin­kled old man guts. They stood around and wait­ed for Kroll to let them kick him apart with their boots.

			Kroll walked around the old man in a cir­cle. “You think I’d chance you get­ting us through the Belt!” He snort­ed. “What if we got half through and you got pot­ted again!” He stopped, with his back to Nib­ley. He was think­ing. He kept look­ing over his shoul­der at the old man. “I can’t trust you.” He looked out the port at the stars, at where Jupiter shone in space. “And yet—” He looked at the men. “Do you want to turn back?”

			No­body moved. They didn’t have to an­swer. They didn’t want to go back. They want­ed to go ahead.

			“We’ll keep on go­ing, then,” said Kroll.

			Bruno spoke. “We crew-mem­bers should have some say. I say go back. We can’t make it. We’re just wast­ing our lives.”

			Kroll glanced at him, cool­ly. “You seem to be alone.” He went back to the port. He rocked on his heels. “It was no ac­ci­dent Nib­ley got that wine. Some­body plant­ed it, know­ing Nib­ley’s weak­ness. Some­body who was paid off by the Mar­tian In­dus­tri­als to keep this ship from go­ing through. This was a clever set­up. The ma­chines were smashed in such a way as to throw sus­pi­cion di­rect­ly on an in­no­cent, well, al­most in­no­cent, par­ty. Nib­ley was just a tool. I’d like to know who han­dled that tool—”

			Nib­ley got up, the wrench in his gnarled hand. “I’ll tell you who plant­ed that wine. I been think­ing and now—”

			Dark­ness. A short-cir­cuit. Feet run­ning on the met­al deck. A shout. A thread of fire across the dark­ness. Then a whistling as some­thing flew, hit. Some­one grunt­ed.

			The lights came on again. Nib­ley was at the light con­trol.

			On the floor, gun in hand, eyes be­gin­ning to numb, lay Bruno. He lift­ed the gun, fired it. The bul­let hit Nib­ley in the stom­ach.

			Nib­ley grabbed at the pain. Kroll kicked at Bruno’s head. Bruno’s head snapped back. He lay qui­et­ly.

			The blood pulsed out be­tween Nib­ley’s fin­gers. He watched it with in­ter­est, grin­ning with pain. “I knew his or­bit,” he whis­pered, sit­ting down cross-legged on the deck. “When the lights went out I chose my own or­bit back to the light switch. I knew where Bruno’d be in the dark. Havin’ a wrench handy I let fly, choosin’ my arc, nat­u­ral­ly. Guess he’s got a hard skull, though. …”

			

			They car­ried Nib­ley to a bunk. Dou­glas stood over him, dim­ly, grow­ing old­er ev­ery sec­ond. Nib­ley squint­ed up. All the men tight­ened in up­on it. Nib­ley felt their dis­may, their dread, their wor­ry, their ner­vous anger.

			Fi­nal­ly, Kroll ex­haled. “Turn the ship around,” he said. “Go back to Mars.”

			The crew stood with their limp hands at their sides. They were tired. They didn’t want to live any more. They just stood with their feet on the deck. Then, one by one, they be­gan to walk away like so many cold, dead men.

			“Hold on,” cried Nib­ley, weak­en­ing. “I ain’t through yet. I got two or­bits to fix. I got one to lay out for this ship to Jupiter. And I got to fin­ish out my own sep­a­rate se­cret per­son­al or­bit. You ain’t turnin’ back nowhere!”

			Kroll gri­maced. “Might as well re­al­ize it, Grand­pa. It takes sev­en hours to get through the Swarms, and you haven’t an­oth­er two hours in you.”

			The old man laughed. “Think I don’t know that? Hell! Who’s sup­posed to know all these things, me or you?”

			“You, Pop.”

			“Well, then, dammit—bring me a bul­ger!”

			“Now, look—”

			“You heard me, by God—a bul­ger!”

			“Why?”

			“You ev­er hear of a thing called tri­an­gu­la­tion? Well, maybe I won’t live long enough to go with you, but, by all the sizes and shapes of be­he­moths—this ship is jumpin’ through to Jupiter!”

			Kroll looked at him. There was a breath­ing si­lence, a heart beat­ing si­lence in the ship. Kroll sucked in his breath, hes­i­tat­ed, then smiled a grey smile.

			“You heard him, Dou­glas. Get him a bul­ger.”

			“And get a stretch­er! And tote this nine­ty pounds of bone out on the big­gest as­ter­oid around here! Got that?”

			“You heard him, Haines! A stretch­er! Stand by for ma­neu­ver­ing!” Kroll sat down by the old man. “What’s it all about, Pop? You’re—sober?”

			“Clear as a bell!”

			“What’re you go­ing to do?”

			“Re­deem my­self of my sins, by George! Now get your ug­ly face away so I can think! And tell them bucks to hur­ry!”

			Kroll bel­lowed and men rushed. They brought a space­suit, in­sert­ed the nine­ty pounds of shrill and wheeze and weak­ness in­to it—the doc­tor had fin­ished with his prob­ings and fix­ings—buck­led, zipped and weld­ed him in­to it. All the while they worked, Nib­ley talked.

			“Re­mem­ber when I was a kid. Stood up to that there plate poundin’ out base­balls North, South and six ways from Sun­days.” He chuck­led. “Used to hit ’em, and pre­dict which win­dow in what house they’d break!” Wheezy laugh­ter. “One day I said to my Dad, ‘Hey, Dad, a me­te­or just fell on Simp­son’s Garage over in Jonesville.’ ‘Jonesville is six miles from here,’ said my fa­ther, shakin’ his fin­ger at me. ‘You quit your lyin’, Nib­ley boy, or I’ll trot you to the wood­shed!’ ”

			“Save your strength,” said Kroll.

			“That’s all right,” said Nib­ley. “You know the fun­ny thing was al­ways that I lied like hell and ev­ery­body said I lied like hell, but come to find out, lat­er, I wasn’t lyin’ at all, it was the truth. I just sensed things.”

			The ship ma­neu­vered down on a wind­less, emp­ty plan­e­toid. Nib­ley was car­ried on a stretch­er out on­to alien rock.

			“Lay me down right here. Prop up my head so I can see Jupiter and the whole damned As­ter­oid Belt. Be sure my head­phones are tuned neat. There. Now, give me a piece of pa­per.”

			Nib­ley scrib­bled a long weak snake of writ­ing on pa­per, fold­ed it. “When Bruno comes to, give him this. Maybe he’ll be­lieve me when he reads it. Per­son­al. Don’t pry in­to it your­self.”

			The old man sank back, feel­ing pain drilling through his stom­ach, and a kind of sad hap­pi­ness. Some­body was singing some­where, he didn’t know where. Maybe it was on­ly the stars mov­ing on the sky.

			“Well,” he said, clear­ly. “Guess this is it, chil­dren. Now get the hell aboard, leave me alone to think. This is go­ing to be the big­gest, hard­est, damnedest job of com­pu­tatin’ I ev­er latched on­to! There’ll be or­bits and cross or­bits, big balls of fire and lit­tle bit­ty specules, and, by God, I’ll chart ’em all! I’ll chart a hun­dred thou­sand of the damned mon­sters and their off­spring, you just wait and see! Get aboard! I’ll tell you what to do from there on.”

			Dou­glas looked doubt­ful.

			Nib­ley caught the look. “What ev­er hap­pens,” he cried, “will be worth it, won’t it? It’s bet­ter than turnin’ back to Mars, ain’t it? Well, ain’t it?”

			“It’s bet­ter,” said Dou­glas. They shook hands.

			“Now all of you, get!”

			

			Nib­ley watched the ship fire away and his eyes saw it and the As­ter­oid Swarm and that bril­liant point of light that was mas­sive Jupiter. He could al­most feel the hunger and want and wait­ing up there in that star flame.

			He looked out in­to space and his eyes widened and space came in, opened out like a flow­er, and al­ready, nat­u­ral as wa­ter flow­ing, Nib­ley’s mind, tired as it was, be­gan to shiv­er out cal­cu­la­tions. He start­ed talk­ing.

			“Cap­tain? Take the ship straight out now. You hear?”

			“Fine,” an­swered the cap­tain.

			“Look at your di­als.”

			“Look­ing.”

			“If num­ber sev­en reads 132:87, okay. Keep ’er there. If she varies a point, coun­ter­act it on Di­al Twen­ty to 56.90. Keep her hard over for sev­en­ty thou­sand miles, all that is clear so far. Then, af­ter that, a sharp veer in num­ber two di­rec­tion, over a thou­sand miles. There’s a big sweep of me­te­ors com­ing in on that oth­er path for you to dodge. Let me see, let me see—” He fig­ured. “Keep your speed at a con­stant of one hun­dred thou­sand miles. At that rate—check your clocks and watch­es—in ex­act­ly an hour you’ll hit the sec­ond part of the Big Belt. Then switch to a course rough­ly five thou­sand miles over to num­ber 3 di­rec­tion, veer again five min­utes on the dot lat­er and—”

			“Can you see all those as­ter­oids, Nib­ley. Are you sure?”

			“Sure. Lots of ’em. Ev­ery sin­gle one go­ing ev­ery which way! Keep straight ahead un­til two hours from now, af­ter that last di­rec­tion of mine—then slide off at an an­gle to­ward Jupiter, slow down to nine­ty thou­sand for ten min­utes, then up to a hun­dred ten thou­sand for fif­teen min­utes. Af­ter that, one hun­dred fifty thou­sand all the way!”

			Flame poured out of the rock­et jets. It moved swift­ly away, grow­ing small and dis­tant.

			“Give me a read on di­al 67!”

			“Four.”

			“Make it six! And set your au­to­mat­ic pi­lot to 61 and 14 and 35. Now—ev­ery­thing’s okay. Keep your chronome­ter read­ing this way—sev­en, nine, twelve. There’ll be a few tight scrapes, but you’ll hit Jupiter square on in 24 hours, if you jump your speed to 700,000 six hours from now and hold it that way.”

			“Square on it is, Mr. Nib­ley.”

			Nib­ley just lay there a mo­ment. His voice was easy and not so high and shrill any more. “And on the way back to Mars, lat­er, don’t try to find me. I’m go­ing out in the dark on this met­al rock. Noth­ing but dark for me. Back to per­i­he­lion and sun for you. Know—know where I’m go­ing?”

			“Where?”

			“Cen­tau­rus!” Nib­ley laughed. “So help me God I am. No lie!”

			He watched the ship go­ing out, then, and he felt the com­pact, col­lect­ed tra­jec­to­ries of all the men in it. It was a good feel­ing to know that he was the guid­ing theme. Like in the old days. …

			Dou­glas’ voice broke in again.

			“Hey, Pop. Pop, you still there?”

			A lit­tle si­lence. Nib­ley felt blood puls­ing down in­side his suit. “Yep,” he said.

			“We just gave Bruno your lit­tle note to read. What­ev­er it was, when he fin­ished read­ing it, he went in­sane.”

			Nib­ley said, qui­et-like. “Burn that there pa­per. Don’t let any­body else read it.”

			A pause. “It’s burnt. What was it?”

			“Don’t be in­quis­i­tive,” snapped the old man. “Maybe I proved to Bruno that he didn’t re­al­ly ex­ist. To hell with it!”

			The rock­et reached its con­stant speed. Dou­glas ra­dioed back: “All’s well. Sweet cal­cu­lat­ing, Pop. I’ll tell the Rock­et Of­fi­cials back at Mar­sport. They’ll be glad to know about you. Sweet, sweet cal­cu­lat­ing. Thanks. How goes it? I said—how goes it? Hey, Pop! Pop?”

			Nib­ley raised a trem­bling hand and waved it at noth­ing. The ship was gone. He couldn’t even see the jet-wash now, he could on­ly feel that hard met­al move­ment out there among the stars, go­ing on and on through a course he had set for it. He couldn’t speak. There was just emo­tion in him. He had fi­nal­ly, by God, heard a com­pli­ment from a me­chan­ic of radar-com­pu­ta­tors!

			He waved his hand at noth­ing. He watched noth­ing mov­ing on and on in­to the crossed or­bits of oth­er in­vis­i­ble noth­ings. The si­lence was now com­plete.

			He put his hand down. Now he had on­ly to chart that one last per­son­al or­bit. The one he had want­ed to fin­ish on­ly in space and not ground­ed back on Mars.

			It didn’t take light­ning cal­cu­la­tion to set it out for cer­tain.

			Life and death were the par­a­bol­ic ends to his tra­jec­to­ry. The long life, first swing­ing in from dark­ness, arc­ing to the in­evitable per­i­he­lion, and now mov­ing back out, out and away—

			In­to the soft, en­com­pass­ing dark.

			“By God,” he thought weak­ly, qui­et­ly. “Right up to the last, my rep­u­ta­tion’s good. Nev­er fluked a cal­cu­la­tion yet, and I nev­er will. …”

			He didn’t.

		
	
		
			Pillar of Fire

			
				I

				He came out of the earth, hat­ing. Hate was his fa­ther; hate was his moth­er.

				It was good to walk again. It was good to leap up out of the earth, off of your back, and stretch your cramped arms vi­o­lent­ly and try to take a deep breath!

				He tried. He cried out.

				He couldn’t breathe. He flung his arms over his face and tried to breathe. It was im­pos­si­ble. He walked on the earth, he came out of the earth. But he was dead. He couldn’t breathe. He could take air in­to his mouth and force it half down his throat, with with­ered moves of long-dor­mant mus­cles, wild­ly, wild­ly! And with this lit­tle air he could shout and cry! He want­ed to have tears, but he couldn’t make them come, ei­ther. All he knew was that he was stand­ing up­right, he was dead, he shouldn’t be walk­ing! He couldn’t breathe and yet he stood.

				The smells of the world were all about him. Frus­trat­ed­ly, he tried to smell the smells of au­tumn. Au­tumn was burn­ing the land down in­to ru­in. All across the coun­try the ru­ins of sum­mer lay; vast forests bloomed with flame, tum­bled down tim­ber on emp­ty, un­leafed tim­ber. The smoke of the burn­ing was rich, blue, and in­vis­i­ble.

				He stood in the grave­yard, hat­ing. He walked through the world and yet could not taste nor smell of it. He heard, yes. The wind roared on his new­ly opened ears. But he was dead. Even though he walked he knew he was dead and should ex­pect not too much of him­self or this hate­ful liv­ing world.

				He touched the tomb­stone over his own emp­ty grave. He knew his own name again. It was a good job of carv­ing.

				
					
						William Lantry
					

				

				That’s what the grave stone said.

				His fin­gers trem­bled on the cool stone sur­face.

				
					
						Born 1898—Died 1933
					

				

				Born again … ?

				What year? He glared at the sky and the mid­night au­tum­nal stars mov­ing in slow il­lu­mi­na­tions across the windy black. He read the tilt­ings of cen­turies in those stars. Ori­on thus and so, Au­re­ga here! and where Tau­rus? There!

				His eyes nar­rowed. His lips spelled out the year:

				“2349.”

				An odd num­ber. Like a school sum. They used to say a man couldn’t en­com­pass any num­ber over a hun­dred. Af­ter that it was all so damned ab­stract there was no use count­ing. This was the year 2349! A nu­mer­al, a sum. And here he was, a man who had lain in his hate­ful dark cof­fin, hat­ing to be buried, hat­ing the liv­ing peo­ple above who lived and lived and lived, hat­ing them for all the cen­turies, un­til to­day, now, born out of ha­tred, he stood by his own fresh­ly ex­ca­vat­ed grave, the smell of raw earth in the air, per­haps, but he could not smell it!

				“I,” he said, ad­dress­ing a poplar tree that was shak­en by the wind, “am an anachro­nism.” He smiled faint­ly.

				

				He looked at the grave­yard. It was cold and emp­ty. All of the stones had been ripped up and piled like so many flat bricks, one atop an­oth­er, in the far cor­ner by the wrought iron fence. This had been go­ing on for two end­less weeks. In his deep se­cret cof­fin he had heard the heart­less, wild stir­ring as the men jabbed the earth with cold spades and tore out the coffins and car­ried away the with­ered an­cient bod­ies to be burned. Twist­ing with fear in his cof­fin, he had wait­ed for them to come to him.

				To­day they had ar­rived at his cof­fin. But—late. They had dug down to with­in an inch of the lid. Five o’clock bell, time for quit­ting. Home to sup­per. The work­ers had gone off. To­mor­row they would fin­ish the job, they said, shrug­ging in­to their coats.

				Si­lence had come to the emp­tied tomb­yard.

				Care­ful­ly, qui­et­ly, with a soft rat­tling of sod, the cof­fin lid had lift­ed.

				William Lantry stood trem­bling now, in the last ceme­tery on Earth.

				“Re­mem­ber?” he asked him­self, look­ing at the raw earth. “Re­mem­ber those sto­ries of the last man on earth? Those sto­ries of men wan­der­ing in ru­ins, alone? Well, you, William Lantry, are a switch on the old sto­ry. Do you know that? You are the last dead man in the whole damned world!”

				There were no more dead peo­ple. Nowhere in any land was there a dead per­son. Im­pos­si­ble? Lantry did not smile at this. No, not im­pos­si­ble at all in this fool­ish ster­ile, unimag­i­na­tive, an­ti­sep­tic age of cleans­ings and sci­en­tif­ic meth­ods! Peo­ple died, oh my god, yes. But—dead peo­ple? Corpses? They didn’t ex­ist!

				What hap­pened to dead peo­ple?

				The grave­yard was on a hill. William Lantry walked through the dark burn­ing night un­til he reached the edge of the grave­yard and looked down up­on the new town of Salem. It was all il­lu­mi­na­tion, all col­or. Rock­et ships cut fire above it, cross­ing the sky to all the far ports of earth.

				In his grave the new vi­o­lence of this fu­ture world had driv­en down and seeped in­to William Lantry. He had been bathed in it for years. He knew all about it, with a hat­ing dead man’s knowl­edge of such things.

				Most im­por­tant of all, he knew what these fools did with dead men.

				He lift­ed his eyes. In the cen­ter of the town a mas­sive stone fin­ger point­ed at the stars. It was three hun­dred feet high and fifty feet across. There was a wide en­trance and a drive in front of it.

				In the town, the­o­ret­i­cal­ly, thought William Lantry, say you have a dy­ing man. In a mo­ment he will be dead. What hap­pens? No soon­er is his pulse cold when a cer­tifi­cate is flour­ished, made out, his rel­a­tives pack him in­to a car-bee­tle and drive him swift­ly to—

				The In­cin­er­a­tor!

				That func­tion­al fin­ger, that Pil­lar of Fire point­ing at the stars. In­cin­er­a­tor. A func­tion­al, ter­ri­ble name. But truth is truth in this fu­ture world.

				Like a stick of kin­dling your Mr. Dead Man is shot in­to the fur­nace.

				
					Flume!
				

				William Lantry looked at the top of the gi­gan­tic pis­tol shov­ing at the stars. A small pen­nant of smoke is­sued from the top.

				There’s where your dead peo­ple go.

				“Take care of your­self, William Lantry,” he mur­mured. “You’re the last one, the rare item, the last dead man. All the oth­er grave­yards of earth have been blast­ed up. This is the last grave­yard and you’re the last dead man from the cen­turies. These peo­ple don’t be­lieve in hav­ing dead peo­ple about, much less walk­ing dead peo­ple. Ev­ery­thing that can’t be used goes up like a match­stick. Su­per­sti­tions right along with it!”

				He looked at the town. All right, he thought, qui­et­ly. I hate you. You hate me, or you would if you knew I ex­ist­ed. You don’t be­lieve in such things as vam­pires or ghosts. La­bels with­out ref­er­ents, you cry! You snort. All right, snort! Frankly, I don’t be­lieve in you, ei­ther! I don’t like you! You and your In­cin­er­a­tors.

				He trem­bled. How very close it had been. Day af­ter day they had hauled out the oth­er dead ones, burned them like so much kin­dling. An edict had been broad­cast around the world. He had heard the dig­ging men talk as they worked!

				“I guess it’s a good idea, this clean­ing up the grave­yards,” said one of the men.

				“Guess so,” said an­oth­er. “Gris­ly cus­tom. Can you imag­ine? Be­ing buried, I mean! Un­healthy! All them germs!”

				“Sort of a shame. Ro­man­tic, kind of. I mean, leav­ing just this one grave­yard un­touched all these cen­turies. The oth­er grave­yards were cleaned out, what year was it, Jim?”

				“About 2260, I think. Yeah, that was it, 2260, al­most a hun­dred years ago. But some Salem Com­mit­tee they got on their high horse and they said, ‘Look here, let’s have just one grave­yard left, to re­mind us of the cus­toms of the bar­bar­ians.’ And the gov­er’ment scratched its head, thunk it over, and said, ‘Okay. Salem it is. But all oth­er grave­yards go, you un­der­stand, all!’ ”

				“And away they went,” said Jim.

				“Sure, they sucked out ’em with fire and steam shov­els and rock­et-clean­ers. If they knew a man was buried in a cow-pas­ture, they fixed him! Evac­u­at­ed them, they did. Sort of cru­el, I say.”

				“I hate to sound old-fash­ioned, but still there were a lot of tourists came here ev­ery year, just to see what a re­al grave­yard was like.”

				“Right. We had near­ly a mil­lion peo­ple in the last three years vis­it­ing. A good rev­enue. But—a gov­ern­ment or­der is an or­der. The gov­ern­ment says no more mor­bid­i­ty, so flush her out we do! Here we go. Hand me that spade, Bill.”

				

				William Lantry stood in the au­tumn wind, on the hill. It was good to walk again, to feel the wind and to hear the leaves scut­tling like mice on the road ahead of him. It was good to see the bit­ter cold stars al­most blown away by the wind.

				It was even good to know fear again.

				For fear rose in him now, and he could not put it away. The very fact that he was walk­ing made him an en­e­my. And there was not an­oth­er friend, an­oth­er dead man, in all of the world, to whom one could turn for help or con­so­la­tion. It was the whole melo­dra­mat­ic liv­ing world against one William Lantry. It was the whole vam­pire-dis­be­liev­ing, body-burn­ing, grave­yard-an­ni­hi­lat­ing world against a man in a dark suit on a dark au­tumn hill. He put out his pale cold hands in­to the city il­lu­mi­na­tion. You have pulled the tomb­stones, like teeth, from the yard, he thought. Now I will find some way to push your damnable In­cin­er­a­tors down in­to rub­ble. I will make dead peo­ple again, and I will make friends in so do­ing. I can­not be alone and lone­ly. I must start man­u­fac­tur­ing friends very soon. Tonight.

				“War is de­clared,” he said, and laughed. It was pret­ty sil­ly, one man declar­ing war on an en­tire world.

				The world did not an­swer back. A rock­et crossed the sky on a rush of flame, like an In­cin­er­a­tor tak­ing wing.

				Foot­steps. Lantry has­tened to the edge of the ceme­tery. The dig­gers, com­ing back to fin­ish up their work? No. Just some­one, a man, walk­ing by.

				As the man came abreast the ceme­tery gate, Lantry stepped swift­ly out. “Good evening,” said the man, smil­ing.

				Lantry struck the man in the face. The man fell. Lantry bent qui­et­ly down and hit the man a killing blow across the neck with the side of his hand.

				Drag­ging the body back in­to shad­ow, he stripped it, changed clothes with it. It wouldn’t do for a fel­low to go wan­der­ing about this fu­ture world with an­cient cloth­ing on. He found a small pock­et knife in the man’s coat; not much of a knife, but enough if you knew how to han­dle it prop­er­ly. He knew how.

				He rolled the body down in­to one of the al­ready opened and ex­humed graves. In a minute he had shov­eled dirt down up­on it, just enough to hide it. There was lit­tle chance of it be­ing found. They wouldn’t dig the same grave twice.

				He ad­just­ed him­self in his new loose-fit­ting metal­lic suit. Fine, fine.

				Hat­ing, William Lantry walked down in­to town, to do bat­tle with the Earth.

			
			
				II

				The in­cin­er­a­tor was open. It nev­er closed. There was a wide en­trance, all light­ed up with hid­den il­lu­mi­na­tion, there was a he­li­copter land­ing ta­ble and a bee­tle drive. The town it­self was dy­ing down af­ter an­oth­er day of the dy­namo. The lights were go­ing dim, and the on­ly qui­et, light­ed spot in the town now was the In­cin­er­a­tor. God, what a prac­ti­cal name, what an un­ro­man­tic name.

				William Lantry en­tered the wide, well-light­ed door. It was an en­trance, re­al­ly; there were no doors to open or shut. Peo­ple could go in and out, sum­mer or win­ter, the in­side was al­ways warm. Warm from the fire that rushed whis­per­ing up the high round flue to where the whirlers, the pro­pel­lors, the air-jets pushed the leafy grey ash­es on away for a ten mile ride down the sky.

				There was the warmth of the bak­ery here. The halls were floored with rub­ber par­quet. You couldn’t make a noise if you want­ed to. Mu­sic played in hid­den throats some­where. Not mu­sic of death at all, but mu­sic of life and the way the sun lived in­side the In­cin­er­a­tor; or the sun’s broth­er, any­way. You could hear the flame float­ing in­side the heavy brick wall.

				William Lantry de­scend­ed a ramp. Be­hind him he heard a whis­per and turned in time to see a bee­tle stop be­fore the en­trance way. A bell rang. The mu­sic, as if at a sig­nal, rose to ec­stat­ic heights. There was joy in it.

				From the bee­tle, which opened from the rear, some at­ten­dants stepped car­ry­ing a gold­en box. It was six feet long and there were sun sym­bols on it. From an­oth­er bee­tle the rel­a­tives of the man in the box stepped and fol­lowed as the at­ten­dants took the gold­en box down a ramp to a kind of al­tar. On the side of the al­tar were the words, “We That Were Born of the Sun Re­turn to the Sun.” The gold­en box was de­posit­ed up­on the al­tar, the mu­sic leaped up­ward, the Guardian of this place spoke on­ly a few words, then the at­ten­dants picked up the gold­en box, walked to a trans­par­ent wall, a safe­ty lock, al­so trans­par­ent, and opened it. The box was shoved in­to the glass slot. A mo­ment lat­er an in­ner lock opened, the box was in­ject­ed in­to the in­te­ri­or of the Flue and van­ished in­stant­ly in quick flame.

				The at­ten­dants walked away. The rel­a­tives with­out a word turned and walked out. The mu­sic played.

				William Lantry ap­proached the glass fire lock. He peered through the wall at the vast, glow­ing, nev­er-ceas­ing heart of the In­cin­er­a­tor. It burned steadi­ly, with­out a flick­er, singing to it­self peace­ful­ly. It was so sol­id it was like a gold­en riv­er flow­ing up out of the earth to­ward the sky. Any­thing you put in­to the riv­er was borne up­ward, van­ished.

				Lantry felt again his un­rea­son­ing ha­tred of this thing, this mon­ster, cleans­ing fire.

				A man stood at his el­bow. “May I help you, sir?”

				“What?” Lantry turned abrupt­ly. “What did you say?”

				“May I be of ser­vice?”

				“I—that is—” Lantry looked quick­ly at the ramp and the door. His hands trem­bled at his sides. “I’ve nev­er been in here be­fore.”

				“Nev­er?” The At­ten­dant was sur­prised.

				That had been the wrong thing to say, Lantry re­al­ized. But it was said, nev­er­the­less. “I mean,” he said. “Not re­al­ly. I mean, when you’re a child, some­how, you don’t pay at­ten­tion. I sud­den­ly re­al­ized tonight that I didn’t re­al­ly know the In­cin­er­a­tor.”

				The At­ten­dant smiled. “We nev­er know any­thing, do we, re­al­ly? I’ll be glad to show you around.”

				“Oh, no. Nev­er mind. It—it’s a won­der­ful place.”

				“Yes, it is.” The At­ten­dant took pride in it. “One of the finest in the world, I think.”

				“I—” Lantry felt he must ex­plain fur­ther. “I haven’t had many rel­a­tives die on me since I was a child. In fact, none. So, you see I haven’t been here for many years.”

				“I see.” The At­ten­dant’s face seemed to dark­en some­what.

				What’ve I said now, thought Lantry. What in God’s name is wrong? What’ve I done? If I’m not care­ful I’ll get my­self shoved right in­to that damnable fire­trap. What’s wrong with this fel­low’s face? He seems to be giv­ing me more than the usu­al go­ing over.

				“You wouldn’t be one of the men who’ve just re­turned from Mars, would you?” asked the At­ten­dant.

				“No. Why do you ask?”

				“No mat­ter.” The At­ten­dant be­gan to walk off. “If you want to know any­thing, just ask me.”

				“Just one thing,” said Lantry.

				“What’s that?”

				“This.”

				Lantry dealt him a stun­ning blow across the neck.

				He had watched the fire­trap op­er­a­tor with ex­pert eyes. Now, with the sag­ging body in his arms, he touched the but­ton that opened the warm out­er lock, placed the body in, heard the mu­sic rise, and saw the in­ner lock open. The body shot out in­to the riv­er of fire. The mu­sic soft­ened.

				“Well done, Lantry, well done.”

				

				Bare­ly an in­stant lat­er an­oth­er At­ten­dant en­tered the room. Lantry was caught with an ex­pres­sion of pleased ex­cite­ment on his face. The At­ten­dant looked around as if ex­pect­ing to find some­one, then he walked to­ward Lantry. “May I help you?”

				“Just look­ing,” said Lantry.

				“Rather late at night,” said the At­ten­dant.

				“I couldn’t sleep.”

				That was the wrong an­swer, too. Ev­ery­body slept in this world. No­body had in­som­nia. If you did you sim­ply turned on a hyp­no-ray, and, six­ty sec­onds lat­er, you were snor­ing. Oh, he was just full of wrong an­swers. First he had made the fa­tal er­ror of say­ing he had nev­er been in the In­cin­er­a­tor be­fore, when he knew damned well that all chil­dren were brought here on tours, ev­ery year, from the time they were four, to in­still the idea of the clean fire death and the In­cin­er­a­tor in their minds. Death was a bright fire, death was warmth and the sun. It was not a dark, shad­owed thing. That was im­por­tant in their ed­u­ca­tion. And he, pale thought­less fool, had im­me­di­ate­ly gab­bled out his ig­no­rance.

				And an­oth­er thing, this pale­ness of his. He looked at his hands and re­al­ized with grow­ing ter­ror that a pale man al­so was nonex­is­tent in this world. They would sus­pect his pale­ness. That was why the first at­ten­dant had asked, “Are you one of those men new­ly re­turned from Mars?” Here, now, this new At­ten­dant was clean and bright as a cop­per pen­ny, his cheeks red with health and en­er­gy. Lantry hid his pale hands in his pock­ets. But he was ful­ly aware of the search­ing the At­ten­dant did on his face.

				“I mean to say,” said Lantry. “I didn’t want to sleep. I want­ed to think.”

				“Was there a ser­vice held here a mo­ment ago?” asked the At­ten­dant, look­ing about.

				“I don’t know, I just came in.”

				“I thought I heard the fire lock open and shut.”

				“I don’t know,” said Lantry.

				The man pressed a wall but­ton. “An­der­son?”

				A voice replied. “Yes.”

				“Lo­cate Saul for me, will you?”

				“I’ll ring the cor­ri­dors.” A pause. “Can’t find him.”

				“Thanks.” The At­ten­dant was puz­zled. He was be­gin­ning to make lit­tle sniff­ing mo­tions with his nose. “Do you—smell any­thing?”

				Lantry sniffed. “No. Why?”

				“I smell some­thing.”

				Lantry took hold of the knife in his pock­et. He wait­ed.

				“I re­mem­ber once when I was a kid,” said the man. “And we found a cow ly­ing dead in the field. It had been there two days in the hot sun. That’s what this smell is. I won­der what it’s from?”

				“Oh, I know what it is,” said Lantry qui­et­ly. He held out his hand. “Here.”

				“What?”

				“Me, of course.”

				“You?”

				“Dead sev­er­al hun­dred years.”

				“You’re an odd jok­er.” The At­ten­dant was puz­zled.

				“Very.” Lantry took out the knife. “Do you know what this is?”

				“A knife.”

				“Do you ev­er use knives on peo­ple any more?”

				“How do you mean?”

				“I mean—killing them, with knives or guns or poi­son?”

				“You are an odd jok­er!” The man gig­gled awk­ward­ly.

				“I’m go­ing to kill you,” said Lantry.

				“No­body kills any­body,” said the man.

				“Not any more they don’t. But they used to, in the old days.”

				“I know they did.”

				“This will be the first mur­der in three hun­dred years. I just killed your friend. I just shoved him in­to the fire lock.”

				That re­mark had the de­sired ef­fect. It numbed the man so com­plete­ly, it shocked him so thor­ough­ly with its il­log­i­cal as­pects that Lantry had time to walk for­ward. He put the knife against the man’s chest. “I’m go­ing to kill you.”

				“That’s sil­ly,” said the man, numbly. “Peo­ple don’t do that.”

				“Like this,” said Lantry. “You see?”

				The knife slid in­to the chest. The man stared at it for a mo­ment. Lantry caught the fall­ing body.

			
			
				III

				The Salem flue ex­plod­ed at six that morn­ing. The great fire chim­ney shat­tered in­to ten thou­sand parts and flung it­self in­to the earth and in­to the sky and in­to the hous­es of the sleep­ing peo­ple. There was fire and sound, more fire than au­tumn made burn­ing in the hills.

				William Lantry was five miles away at the time of the ex­plo­sion. He saw the town ig­nit­ed by the great spread­ing cre­ma­tion of it. And he shook his head and laughed a lit­tle bit and clapped his hands smart­ly to­geth­er.

				Rel­a­tive­ly sim­ple. You walked around killing peo­ple who didn’t be­lieve in mur­der, had on­ly heard of it in­di­rect­ly as some dim gone cus­tom of the old bar­bar­ian races. You walked in­to the con­trol room of the In­cin­er­a­tor and said, “How do you work this In­cin­er­a­tor?” and the con­trol man told you, be­cause ev­ery­body told the truth in this world of the fu­ture, no­body lied, there was no rea­son to lie, there was no dan­ger to lie against. There was on­ly one crim­i­nal in the world, and no­body knew he ex­ist­ed yet.

				Oh, it was an in­cred­i­bly beau­ti­ful set­up. The Con­trol Man had told him just how the In­cin­er­a­tor worked, what pres­sure gauges con­trolled the flood of fire gasses go­ing up the flue, what levers were ad­just­ed or read­just­ed. He and Lantry had had quite a talk. It was an easy free world. Peo­ple trust­ed peo­ple. A mo­ment lat­er Lantry had shoved a knife in the Con­trol Man al­so and set the pres­sure gauges for an over­load to oc­cur half an hour lat­er, and walked out of the In­cin­er­a­tor halls, whistling.

				Now even the sky was palled with the vast black cloud of the ex­plo­sion.

				“This is on­ly the first,” said Lantry, look­ing at the sky. “I’ll tear all the oth­ers down be­fore they even sus­pect there’s an un­eth­i­cal man loose in their so­ci­ety. They can’t ac­count for a vari­able like me. I’m be­yond their un­der­stand­ing. I’m in­com­pre­hen­si­ble, im­pos­si­ble, there­fore I do not ex­ist. My God, I can kill hun­dreds of thou­sands of them be­fore they even re­al­ize mur­der is out in the world again. I can make it look like an ac­ci­dent each time. Why, the idea is so huge, it’s un­be­liev­able!”

				The fire burned the town. He sat un­der a tree for a long time, un­til morn­ing. Then, he found a cave in the hills, and went in, to sleep.

				

				He awoke at sun­set with a sud­den dream of fire. He saw him­self pushed in­to the flue, cut in­to sec­tions by flame, burned away to noth­ing. He sat up on the cave floor, laugh­ing at him­self. He had an idea.

				He walked down in­to the town and stepped in­to an au­dio booth. He di­aled op­er­a­tor. “Give me the Po­lice De­part­ment,” he said.

				“I beg your par­don?” said the op­er­a­tor.

				He tried again. “The Law Force,” he said.

				“I will con­nect you with the Peace Con­trol,” she said, at last.

				A lit­tle fear be­gan tick­ing in­side him like a tiny watch. Sup­pose the op­er­a­tor rec­og­nized the term Po­lice De­part­ment as an anachro­nism, took his au­dio num­ber, and sent some­one out to in­ves­ti­gate? No, she wouldn’t do that. Why should she sus­pect? Para­noids were nonex­is­tent in this civ­i­liza­tion.

				“Yes, the Peace Con­trol,” he said.

				A buzz. A man’s voice an­swered. “Peace Con­trol. Stephens speak­ing.”

				“Give me the Homi­cide De­tail,” said Lantry, smil­ing.

				“The what?”

				“Who in­ves­ti­gates mur­ders?”

				“I beg your par­don, what are you talk­ing about?”

				“Wrong num­ber.” Lantry hung up, chuck­ling. Ye gods, there was no such a thing as a Homi­cide De­tail. There were no mur­ders, there­fore they need­ed no de­tec­tives. Per­fect, per­fect!

				The au­dio rang back. Lantry hes­i­tat­ed, then an­swered.

				“Say,” said the voice on the phone. “Who are you?”

				“The man just left who called,” said Lantry, and hung up again.

				He ran. They would rec­og­nize his voice and per­haps send some­one out to check. Peo­ple didn’t lie. He had just lied. They knew his voice. He had lied. Any­body who lied need­ed a psy­chi­a­trist. They would come to pick him up to see why he was ly­ing. For no oth­er rea­son. They sus­pect­ed him of noth­ing else. There­fore—he must run.

				Oh, how very care­ful­ly he must act from now on. He knew noth­ing of this world, this odd straight truth­ful eth­i­cal world. Sim­ply by look­ing pale you were sus­pect. Sim­ply by not sleep­ing nights you were sus­pect. Sim­ply by not bathing, by smelling like a—dead cow?—you were sus­pect. Any­thing.

				He must go to a li­brary. But that was dan­ger­ous, too. What were li­braries like to­day? Did they have books or did they have film spools which pro­ject­ed books on a screen? Or did peo­ple have li­braries at home, thus elim­i­nat­ing the ne­ces­si­ty of keep­ing large main li­braries?

				He de­cid­ed to chance it. His use of ar­cha­ic terms might well make him sus­pect again, but now it was very im­por­tant he learn all that could be learned of this foul world in­to which he had come again. He stopped a man on the street. “Which way to the li­brary?”

				The man was not sur­prised. “Two blocks east, one block north.”

				“Thank you.”

				Sim­ple as that.

				He walked in­to the li­brary a few min­utes lat­er.

				“May I help you?”

				He looked at the li­brar­i­an. May I help you, may I help you. What a world of help­ful peo­ple! “I’d like to ‘have’ Edgar Al­lan Poe.” His verb was care­ful­ly cho­sen. He didn’t say “read.” He was too afraid that books were passé, that print­ing it­self was a lost art. Maybe all “books” to­day were in the form of ful­ly de­lin­eat­ed three-di­men­sion­al mo­tion pic­tures. How in hell could you make a mo­tion pic­ture out of Socrates, Schopen­hauer, Ni­et­zsche and Freud?

				“What was that name again?”

				“Edgar Al­lan Poe.”

				“There is no such au­thor list­ed in our files.”

				“Will you please check?”

				She checked. “Oh, yes. There’s a red mark on the file card. He was one of the au­thors in the Great Burn­ing of 2265.”

				“How ig­no­rant of me.”

				“That’s all right,” she said. “Have you heard much of him?”

				“He had some in­ter­est­ing bar­bar­ian ideas on death,” said Lantry.

				“Hor­ri­ble ones,” she said, wrin­kling her nose. “Ghast­ly.”

				“Yes. Ghast­ly. Abom­inable, in fact. Good thing he was burned. Un­clean. By the way, do you have any of Love­craft?”

				“Is that a sex book?”

				Lantry ex­plod­ed with laugh­ter. “No, no. It’s a man.”

				She rif­fled the file. “He was burned, too. Along with Poe.”

				“I sup­pose that ap­plies to Machen and a man named Der­leth and one named Am­brose Bierce, al­so?”

				“Yes.” She shut the file cab­i­net. “All burned. And good rid­dance.” She gave him an odd warm look of in­ter­est. “I bet you’ve just come back from Mars.”

				“Why do you say that?”

				“There was an­oth­er ex­plor­er in here yes­ter­day. He’d just made the Mars hop and re­turn. He was in­ter­est­ed in su­per­nat­u­ral lit­er­a­ture, al­so. It seems there are ac­tu­al­ly ‘tombs’ on Mars.”

				“What are ‘tombs’?” Lantry was learn­ing to keep his mouth closed.

				“You know, those things they once buried peo­ple in.”

				“Bar­bar­ian cus­tom. Ghast­ly!”

				“Isn’t it? Well, see­ing the Mar­tian tombs made this young ex­plor­er cu­ri­ous. He came and asked if we had any of those au­thors you men­tioned. Of course we haven’t even a smitch of their stuff.” She looked at his pale face. “You are one of the Mar­tian rock­et men, aren’t you?”

				“Yes,” he said. “Got back on the ship the oth­er day.”

				“The oth­er young man’s name was Burke.”

				“Of course. Burke! Good friend of mine!”

				“Sor­ry I can’t help you. You’d best get your­self some vi­ta­min shots and some sun­lamp. You look ter­ri­ble, Mr.—?”

				“Lantry. I’ll be good. Thanks ev­er so much. See you next Hal­lows’ Eve!”

				“Aren’t you the clever one.” She laughed. “If there were a Hal­lows’ Eve, I’d make it a date.”

				“But they burned that, too,” he said.

				“Oh, they burned ev­ery­thing,” she said. “Good night.”

				“Good night.” And he went on out.

				

				Oh, how care­ful­ly he was bal­anced in this world! Like some kind of dark gy­ro­scope, whirling with nev­er a mur­mur, a very silent man. As he walked along the eight o’clock evening street he no­ticed with par­tic­u­lar in­ter­est that there was not an un­usu­al amount of lights about. There were the usu­al street lights at each cor­ner, but the blocks them­selves were on­ly faint­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed. Could it be that these re­mark­able peo­ple were not afraid of the dark? In­cred­i­ble non­sense! Ev­ery­one was afraid of the dark. Even he him­self had been afraid, as a child. It was as nat­u­ral as eat­ing.

				A lit­tle boy ran by on pelt­ing feet, fol­lowed by six oth­ers. They yelled and shout­ed and rolled on the dark cool Oc­to­ber lawn, in the leaves. Lantry looked on for sev­er­al min­utes be­fore ad­dress­ing him­self to one of the small boys who was for a mo­ment tak­ing a respite, gath­er­ing his breath in­to his small lungs, as a boy might blow to re­fill a punc­tured pa­per bag.

				“Here, now,” said Lantry. “You’ll wear your­self out.”

				“Sure,” said the boy.

				“Could you tell me,” said the man, “why there are no street lights in the mid­dle of the blocks?”

				“Why?” asked the boy.

				“I’m a teach­er, I thought I’d test your knowl­edge,” said Lantry.

				“Well,” said the boy, “you don’t need lights in the mid­dle of the block, that’s why.”

				“But it gets rather dark,” said Lantry.

				“So?” said the boy.

				“Aren’t you afraid?” asked Lantry.

				“Of what?” asked the boy.

				“The dark,” said Lantry.

				“Ho ho,” said the boy. “Why should I be?”

				“Well,” said Lantry. “It’s black, it’s dark. And af­ter all, street lights were in­vent­ed to take away the dark and take away fear.”

				“That’s sil­ly. Street lights were made so you could see where you were walk­ing. Out­side of that there’s noth­ing.”

				“You miss the whole point—” said Lantry. “Do you mean to say you would sit in the mid­dle of an emp­ty lot all night and not be afraid?”

				“Of what?”

				“Of what, of what, of what, you lit­tle nin­ny! Of the dark!”

				“Ho ho.”

				“Would you go out in the hills and stay all night in the dark?”

				“Sure.”

				“Would you stay in a de­sert­ed house alone?”

				“Sure.”

				“And not be afraid?”

				“Sure.”

				“You’re a liar!”

				“Don’t you call me nasty names!” shout­ed the boy. Liar was the im­prop­er noun, in­deed. It seemed to be the worst thing you could call a per­son.

				Lantry was com­plete­ly fu­ri­ous with the lit­tle mon­ster. “Look,” he in­sist­ed. “Look in­to my eyes. …”

				The boy looked.

				Lantry bared his teeth slight­ly. He put out his hands, mak­ing a claw­like ges­ture. He leered and ges­tic­u­lat­ed and wrin­kled his face in­to a ter­ri­ble mask of hor­ror.

				“Ho ho,” said the boy. “You’re fun­ny.”

				“What did you say?”

				“You’re fun­ny. Do it again. Hey, gang, c’mere! This man does fun­ny things!”

				“Nev­er mind.”

				“Do it again, sir.”

				“Nev­er mind, nev­er mind. Good night!” Lantry ran off.

				“Good night, sir. And mind the dark, sir!” called the lit­tle boy.

				

				Of all the stu­pid­i­ty, of all the rank, gross, crawl­ing, jel­ly-mouthed stu­pid­i­ty! He had nev­er seen the like of it in his life! Bring­ing the chil­dren up with­out so much as an ounce of imag­i­na­tion! Where was the fun in be­ing chil­dren if you didn’t imag­ine things?

				He stopped run­ning. He slowed and for the first time be­gan to ap­praise him­self. He ran his hand over his face and bit his fin­ger and found that he him­self was stand­ing mid­way in the block and he felt un­com­fort­able. He moved up to the street cor­ner where there was a glow­ing lantern. “That’s bet­ter,” he said, hold­ing his hands out like a man to an open warm fire.

				He lis­tened. There was not a sound ex­cept the night breath­ing of the crick­ets. Faint­ly there was a fire-hush as a rock­et swept the sky. It was the sound a torch might make bran­dished gen­tly on the dark air.

				He lis­tened to him­self and for the first time he re­al­ized what there was so pe­cu­liar to him­self. There was not a sound in him. The lit­tle nos­tril and lung nois­es were ab­sent. His lungs did not take nor give oxy­gen or car­bon-diox­ide; they did not move. The hairs in his nos­trils did not quiver with warm comb­ing air. That faint purring whis­per of breath­ing did not sound in his nose. Strange. Fun­ny. A noise you nev­er heard when you were alive, the breath that fed your body, and yet, once dead, oh how you missed it!

				The on­ly oth­er time you ev­er heard it was on deep dream­less awake nights when you wak­ened and lis­tened and heard first your nose tak­ing and gen­tly pok­ing out the air, and then the dull deep dim red thun­der of the blood in your tem­ples, in your eardrums, in your throat, in your aching wrists, in your warm loins, in your chest. All of those lit­tle rhythms, gone. The wrist beat gone, the throat pulse gone, the chest vi­bra­tion gone. The sound of the blood com­ing up down around and through, up down around and through. Now it was like lis­ten­ing to a stat­ue.

				And yet he lived. Or, rather, moved about. And how was this done, over and above sci­en­tif­ic ex­pla­na­tions, the­o­ries, doubts?

				By one thing, and one thing alone.

				Ha­tred.

				Ha­tred was a blood in him, it went up down around and through, up down around and through. It was a heart in him, not beat­ing, true, but warm. He was—what? Re­sent­ment. En­vy. They said he could not lie any longer in his cof­fin in the ceme­tery. He had want­ed to. He had nev­er had any par­tic­u­lar de­sire to get up and walk around. It had been enough, all these cen­turies, to lie in the deep box and feel but not feel the tick­ing of the mil­lion in­sect watch­es in the earth around, the moves of worms like so many deep thoughts in the soil.

				But then they had come and said, “Out you go and in­to the fur­nace!” And that is the worst thing you can say to any man. You can­not tell him what to do. If you say you are dead, he will want not to be dead. If you say there are no such things as vam­pires, by God, that man will try to be one just for spite. If you say a dead man can­not walk, he will test his limbs. If you say mur­der is no longer oc­cur­ring, he will make it oc­cur. He was, in to­to, all the im­pos­si­ble things. They had giv­en birth to him with their damnable prac­tices and ig­no­rances. Oh, how wrong they were. They need­ed to be shown. He would show them! Sun is good, so is night, there is noth­ing wrong with dark, they said.

				Dark is hor­ror, he shout­ed, silent­ly, fac­ing the lit­tle hous­es. It is meant for con­trast. You must fear, you hear! That has al­ways been the way of this world. You de­stroy­ers of Edgar Al­lan Poe and fine big-word­ed Love­craft, you burn­er of Hal­loween masks and de­stroy­er of pump­kin jack-o-lanterns! I will make night what it once was, the thing against which man built all his lanterned cities and his many chil­dren!

				As if in an­swer to this, a rock­et, fly­ing low, trail­ing a long rak­ish feath­er of flame. It made Lantry flinch and draw back.

			
			
				IV

				It was but ten miles to the lit­tle town of Sci­ence Port. He made it by dawn, walk­ing. But even this was not good. At four in the morn­ing a sil­ver bee­tle pulled up on the road be­side him.

				“Hel­lo,” called the man in­side.

				“Hel­lo,” said Lantry, weari­ly.

				“Why are you walk­ing?” asked the man.

				“I’m go­ing to Sci­ence Port.”

				“Why don’t you ride?”

				“I like to walk.”

				“No­body likes to walk. Are you sick? May I give you a ride?”

				“Thanks, but I like to walk.”

				The man hes­i­tat­ed, then closed the bee­tle door. “Good night.”

				When the bee­tle was gone over the hill, Lantry re­treat­ed in­to a near­by for­est. A world full of bungling help­ing peo­ple. By God, you couldn’t even walk with­out be­ing ac­cused of sick­ness. That meant on­ly one thing. He must not walk any longer, he had to ride. He should have ac­cept­ed that fel­low’s of­fer.

				The rest of the night he walked far enough off the high­way so that if a bee­tle rushed by he had time to van­ish in the un­der­brush. At dawn he crept in­to an emp­ty dry wa­ter-drain and closed his eyes.

				

				The dream was as per­fect as a rimed snowflake.

				He saw the grave­yard where he had lain deep and ripe over the cen­turies. He heard the ear­ly morn­ing foot­steps of the la­bor­ers re­turn­ing to fin­ish their work.

				“Would you mind pass­ing me the shov­el, Jim?”

				“Here you go.”

				“Wait a minute, wait a minute!”

				“What’s up?”

				“Look here. We didn’t fin­ish last night, did we?”

				“No.”

				“There was one more cof­fin, wasn’t there?”

				“Yes.”

				“Well, here it is, and open!”

				“You’ve got the wrong hole.”

				“What’s the name say on the grave­stone?”

				“Lantry. William Lantry.”

				“That’s him, that’s the one! Gone!”

				“What could have hap­pened to it?”

				“How do I know. The body was here last night.”

				“We can’t be sure, we didn’t look.”

				“God, man, peo­ple don’t bury emp­ty coffins. He was in his box. Now he isn’t.”

				“Maybe this box was emp­ty.”

				“Non­sense. Smell that smell? He was here all right.”

				A pause.

				“No­body would have tak­en the body, would they?”

				“What for?”

				“A cu­rios­i­ty, per­haps.”

				“Don’t be ridicu­lous. Peo­ple just don’t steal. No­body steals.”

				“Well, then, there’s on­ly one so­lu­tion.”

				“And?”

				“He got up and walked away.”

				A pause. In the dark dream, Lantry ex­pect­ed to hear laugh­ter. There was none. In­stead, the voice of the gravedig­ger, af­ter a thought­ful pause, said, “Yes. That’s it, in­deed. He got up and walked away.”

				“That’s in­ter­est­ing to think about,” said the oth­er.

				“Isn’t it, though?”

				Si­lence.

				

				Lantry awoke. It had all been a dream, but God, how re­al­is­tic. How strange­ly the two men had car­ried on. But not un­nat­u­ral­ly, oh, no. That was ex­act­ly how you ex­pect­ed men of the fu­ture to talk. Men of the fu­ture. Lantry grinned wry­ly. That was an anachro­nism for you. This was the fu­ture. This was hap­pen­ing now. It wasn’t 300 years from now, it was now, not then, or any oth­er time. This wasn’t the Twen­ti­eth Cen­tu­ry. Oh, how calm­ly those two men in the dream had said, “He got up and walked away.” “—in­ter­est­ing to think about.” “Isn’t it, though?” With nev­er a qua­ver in their voic­es. With not so much as a glance over their shoul­ders or a trem­ble of spade in hand. But, of course, with their per­fect­ly hon­est, log­i­cal minds, there was but one ex­pla­na­tion; cer­tain­ly no­body had stolen the corpse. “No­body steals.” The corpse had sim­ply got up and walked off. The corpse was the on­ly one who could have pos­si­bly moved the corpse. By the few ca­su­al slow words of the gravedig­gers Lantry knew what they were think­ing. Here was a man that had lain in sus­pend­ed an­i­ma­tion, not re­al­ly dead, for hun­dreds of years. The jar­ring about, the ac­tiv­i­ty, had brought him back.

				Ev­ery­one had heard of those lit­tle green toads that are sealed for cen­turies in­side mud rocks or in ice pat­ties, alive, alive oh! And how when sci­en­tists chipped them out and warmed them like mar­bles in their hands the lit­tle toads leapt about and frisked and blinked. Then it was on­ly log­i­cal that the gravedig­gers think of William Lantry in like fash­ion.

				But what if the var­i­ous parts were fit­ted to­geth­er in the next day or so? If the van­ished body and the shat­tered, ex­plod­ed in­cin­er­a­tor were con­nect­ed? What if this fel­low named Burke, who had re­turned pale from Mars, went to the li­brary again and said to the young wom­an he want­ed some books and she said, “Oh, your friend Lantry was in the oth­er day.” And he’d say, “Lantry who? Don’t know any­one by that name.” And she’d say, “Oh, he lied.” And peo­ple in this time didn’t lie. So it would all form and co­a­lesce, item by item, bit by bit. A pale man who was pale and shouldn’t be pale had lied and peo­ple don’t lie, and a walk­ing man on a lone­ly coun­try road had walked and peo­ple don’t walk any­more, and a body was miss­ing from a ceme­tery, and the In­cin­er­a­tor had blown up and and and—

				They would come af­ter him. They would find him. He would be easy to find. He walked. He lied. He was pale. They would find him and take him and stick him through the open fire lock of the near­est Burn­er and that would be your Mr. William Lantry, like a fourth of Ju­ly set-piece!

				There was on­ly one thing to be done ef­fi­cient­ly and com­plete­ly. He arose in vi­o­lent moves. His lips were wide and his dark eyes were flared and there was a trem­bling and burn­ing all through him. He must kill and kill and kill and kill and kill. He must make his en­e­mies in­to friends, in­to peo­ple like him­self who walked but shouldn’t walk, who were pale in a land of pinks. He must kill and then kill and then kill again. He must make bod­ies and dead peo­ple and corpses. He must de­stroy In­cin­er­a­tor af­ter Flue af­ter Burn­er af­ter In­cin­er­a­tor. Ex­plo­sion on ex­plo­sion. Death on death. Then, when the In­cin­er­a­tors were all in thrown ru­in, and the hasti­ly es­tab­lished morgues were jammed with the bod­ies of peo­ple shat­tered by the ex­plo­sion, then he would be­gin his mak­ing of friends, his en­roll­ment of the dead in his own cause.

				Be­fore they traced and found and killed him, they must be killed them­selves. So far he was safe. He could kill and they would not kill back. Peo­ple sim­ply do not go around killing. That was his safe­ty mar­gin. He climbed out of the aban­doned drain, stood in the road.

				He took the knife from his pock­et and hailed the next bee­tle.

				

				It was like the Fourth of Ju­ly! The big­gest damned fire­crack­er of them all. The Sci­ence Port In­cin­er­a­tor split down the mid­dle and flew apart. It made a thou­sand small ex­plo­sions that end­ed with a greater one. It fell up­on the town and crushed hous­es and burned trees. It woke peo­ple from sleep and then put them to sleep again, for­ev­er, an in­stant lat­er.

				William Lantry, sit­ting in a bee­tle that was not his own, tuned idly to a sta­tion on the au­dio di­al. The col­lapse of the In­cin­er­a­tor had killed some four hun­dred peo­ple. Many had been caught in flat­tened hous­es, oth­ers struck by fly­ing met­al. A tem­po­rary morgue was be­ing set up at—

				An ad­dress was giv­en.

				Lantry not­ed it with a pad and pen­cil.

				He could go on this way, he thought, from town to town, from coun­try to coun­try, de­stroy­ing the Burn­ers, the Pil­lars of Fire, un­til the whole clean mag­nif­i­cent frame­work of flame and cau­ter­i­za­tion was tum­bled. He made a fair es­ti­mate—each ex­plo­sion av­er­aged five hun­dred dead. You could work that up to a hun­dred thou­sand in no time.

				He pressed the floor stud of the bee­tle. Smil­ing, he drove off through the dark streets of the city.

				

				The city coro­ner had req­ui­si­tioned an old ware­house. From mid­night un­til four in the morn­ing the grey bee­tles hissed down the rain-shiny streets, turned in, and the bod­ies were laid out on the cold con­crete floors, with white sheets over them. It was a con­tin­u­ous flow un­til about four-thir­ty, then it stopped. There were about two hun­dred bod­ies there, white and cold.

				The bod­ies were left alone; no­body stayed be­hind to tend them. There was no use tend­ing the dead; it was a use­less pro­ce­dure; the dead could take care of them­selves.

				About five o’clock, with a touch of dawn in the east, the first trick­le of rel­a­tives ar­rived to iden­ti­fy their sons or their fa­thers or their moth­ers or their un­cles. The peo­ple moved quick­ly in­to the ware­house, made the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, moved quick­ly out again. By six o’clock, with the sky still lighter in the east, this trick­le had passed on, al­so.

				William Lantry walked across the wide wet street and en­tered the ware­house.

				He held a piece of blue chalk in one hand.

				He walked by the coro­ner who stood in the en­trance­way talk­ing to two oth­ers. “… drive the bod­ies to the In­cin­er­a­tor in Mellin Town, to­mor­row. …” The voic­es fad­ed.

				Lantry moved, his feet echo­ing faint­ly on the cool con­crete. A wave of source­less re­lief came to him as he walked among the shroud­ed fig­ures. He was among his own. And—bet­ter than that, by God! he had cre­at­ed these! He had made them dead! He had pro­cured for him­self a vast num­ber of re­cum­bent friends!

				Was the coro­ner watch­ing? Lantry turned his head. No. The ware­house was calm and qui­et and shad­owed in the dark morn­ing. The coro­ner was walk­ing away now, across the street, with his two at­ten­dants; a bee­tle had drawn up on the oth­er side of the street, and the coro­ner was go­ing over to talk with who­ev­er was in the bee­tle.

				William Lantry stood and made a blue chalk pen­ta­gram on the floor by each of the bod­ies. He moved swift­ly, swift­ly, with­out a sound, with­out blink­ing. In a few min­utes, glanc­ing up now and then to see if the coro­ner was still busy, he had chalked the floor by a hun­dred bod­ies. He straight­ened up and put the chalk in his pock­et.

				Now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their par­ty, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their par­ty, now is the time for all good men to come to the aid of their par­ty, now is the time. …

				Ly­ing in the earth, over the cen­turies, the pro­cess­es and thoughts of pass­ing peo­ples and pass­ing times had seeped down to him, slow­ly, as in­to a deep-buried sponge. From some death-mem­o­ry in him now, iron­i­cal­ly, re­peat­ed­ly, a black type­writ­er clacked out black even lines of per­ti­nent words:

				Now is the time for all good men, for all good men, to come to the aid of—

				William Lantry.

				Oth­er words—

				Arise my love, and come away—

				The quick brown fox jumped over. … Para­phrase it. The quick risen body jumped over the tum­bled In­cin­er­a­tor. …

				Lazarus, come forth from the tomb. …

				He knew the right words. He need on­ly speak them as they had been spo­ken over the cen­turies. He need on­ly ges­ture with his hands and speak the words, the dark words that would cause these bod­ies to quiver, rise and walk!

				And when they had risen he would take them through the town, they would kill oth­ers and the oth­ers would rise and walk. By the end of the day there would be thou­sands of good friends walk­ing with him. And what of the naive, liv­ing peo­ple of this year, this day, this hour? They would be com­plete­ly un­pre­pared for it. They would go down to de­feat be­cause they would not be ex­pect­ing war of any sort. They wouldn’t be­lieve it pos­si­ble, it would all be over be­fore they could con­vince them­selves that such an il­log­i­cal thing could hap­pen.

				He lift­ed his hands. His lips moved. He said the words. He be­gan in a chant­ing whis­per and then raised his voice, loud­er. He said the words again and again. His eyes were closed tight­ly. His body swayed. He spoke faster and faster. He be­gan to move for­ward among the bod­ies. The dark words flowed from his mouth. He was en­chant­ed with his own for­mu­lae. He stooped and made fur­ther blue sym­bols on the con­crete, in the fash­ion of long-dead sor­cer­ers, smil­ing, con­fi­dent. Any mo­ment now the first tremor of the still bod­ies, any mo­ment now the ris­ing, the leap­ing up of the cold ones!

				His hands lift­ed in the air. His head nod­ded. He spoke, he spoke, he spoke. He ges­tured. He talked loud­ly over the bod­ies, his eyes flar­ing, his body tensed. “Now!” he cried, vi­o­lent­ly. “Rise, all of you!”

				Noth­ing hap­pened.

				“Rise!” he screamed, with a ter­ri­ble tor­ment in his voice.

				The sheets lay in white blue-shad­ow folds over the silent bod­ies.

				“Hear me, and act!” he shout­ed.

				Far away, on the street, a bee­tle hissed along.

				Again, again, again he shout­ed, plead­ed. He got down by each body and asked of it his par­tic­u­lar vi­o­lent fa­vor. No re­ply. He strode wild­ly be­tween the even white rows, fling­ing his arms up, stoop­ing again and again to make blue sym­bols!

				Lantry was very pale. He licked his lips. “Come on, get up,” he said. “They have, they al­ways have, for a thou­sand years. When you make a mark—so! and speak a word—so! they al­ways rise! Why not you now, why not you! Come on, come on, be­fore they come back!”

				The ware­house went up in­to shad­ow. There were steel beams across and down. In it, un­der the roof, there was not a sound, ex­cept the rav­ing of a lone­ly man.

				Lantry stopped.

				Through the wide doors of the ware­house he caught a glimpse of the last cold stars of morn­ing.

				This was the year 2349.

				His eyes grew cold and his hands fell to his sides. He did not move.

				

				Once up­on a time peo­ple shud­dered when they heard the wind about the house, once peo­ple raised cru­ci­fix­es and wolf­bane, and be­lieved in walk­ing dead and bats and lop­ing white wolves. And as long as they be­lieved, then so long did the dead, the bats, the lop­ing wolves ex­ist. The mind gave birth and re­al­i­ty to them.

				But. …

				He looked at the white sheet­ed bod­ies.

				These peo­ple did not be­lieve.

				They had nev­er be­lieved. They would nev­er be­lieve. They had nev­er imag­ined that the dead might walk. The dead went up flues in flame. They had nev­er heard su­per­sti­tion, nev­er trem­bled or shud­dered or doubt­ed in the dark. Walk­ing dead peo­ple could not ex­ist, they were il­log­i­cal. This was the year 2349, man, af­ter all!

				There­fore, these peo­ple could not rise, could not walk again. They were dead and flat and cold. Noth­ing, chalk, im­pre­ca­tion, su­per­sti­tion, could wind them up and set them walk­ing. They were dead and knew they were dead!

				He was alone.

				There were live peo­ple in the world who moved and drove bee­tles and drank qui­et drinks in lit­tle dim­ly il­lu­mined bars by coun­try roads, and kissed wom­en and talked much good talk all day and ev­ery day.

				But he was not alive.

				Fric­tion gave him what lit­tle warmth he pos­sessed.

				There were two hun­dred dead peo­ple here in this ware­house now, cold up­on the floor. The first dead peo­ple in a hun­dred years who were al­lowed to be corpses for an ex­tra hour or more. The first not to be im­me­di­ate­ly trun­dled to the In­cin­er­a­tor and lit like so much phos­pho­rous.

				He should be hap­py with them, among them.

				He was not.

				They were com­plete­ly dead. They did not know nor be­lieve in walk­ing once the heart had paused and stilled it­self. They were dead­er than dead ev­er was.

				He was in­deed alone, more alone than any man had ev­er been. He felt the chill of his alone­ness mov­ing up in­to his chest, stran­gling him qui­et­ly.

				William Lantry turned sud­den­ly and gasped.

				While he had stood there, some­one had en­tered the ware­house. A tall man with white hair, wear­ing a light­weight tan over­coat and no hat. How long the man had been near­by there was no telling.

				There was no rea­son to stay here. Lantry turned and start­ed to walk slow­ly out. He looked hasti­ly at the man as he passed and the man with the white hair looked back at him, cu­ri­ous­ly. Had he heard? The im­pre­ca­tions, the plead­ings, the shout­ings? Did he sus­pect? Lantry slowed his walk. Had this man seen him make the blue chalk marks? But then, would he in­ter­pret them as sym­bols of an an­cient su­per­sti­tion? Prob­a­bly not.

				Reach­ing the door, Lantry paused. For a mo­ment he did not want to do any­thing but lie down and be cold­ly, re­al­ly dead again and be car­ried silent­ly down the street to some dis­tant burn­ing flue and there dis­patched in ash and whis­per­ing fire. If he was in­deed alone and there was no chance to col­lect an army to his cause, what, then, ex­ist­ed as a rea­son for go­ing on? Killing? Yes, he’d kill a few thou­sand more. But that wasn’t enough. You can on­ly do so much of that be­fore they drag you down.

				He looked at the cold sky.

				A rock­et went across the black heav­en, trail­ing fire.

				Mars burned red among a mil­lion stars.

				Mars. The li­brary. The li­brar­i­an. Talk. Re­turn­ing rock­et men. Tombs.

				Lantry al­most gave a shout. He re­strained his hand, which want­ed so much to reach up in­to the sky and touch Mars. Love­ly red star on the sky. Good star that gave him sud­den new hope. If he had a liv­ing heart now it would be thrash­ing wild­ly, and sweat would be break­ing out of him and his puls­es would be stam­mer­ing, and tears would be in his eyes!

				He would go down to where ev­er the rock­ets sprang up in­to space. He would go to Mars, one way or an­oth­er. He would go to the Mar­tian tombs. There, there, by God, were bod­ies, he would bet his last ha­tred on it, that would rise and walk and work with him! Theirs was an an­cient cul­ture, much dif­fer­ent from that of Earth, pat­terned on the Egyp­tian, if what the li­brar­i­an had said was true. And the Egyp­tian—what a cru­cible of dark su­per­sti­tion and mid­night ter­ror that cul­ture had been! Mars it was, then. Beau­ti­ful Mars!

				But he must not at­tract at­ten­tion to him­self. He must move care­ful­ly. He want­ed to run, yes, to get away, but that would be the worst pos­si­ble move he could make. The man with the white hair was glanc­ing at Lantry from time to time, in the en­trance­way. There were too many peo­ple about. If any­thing hap­pened he would be out­num­bered. So far he had tak­en on on­ly one man at a time.

				Lantry forced him­self to stop and stand on the steps be­fore the ware­house. The man with the white hair came on on­to the steps al­so and stood, look­ing at the sky. He looked as if he was go­ing to speak at any mo­ment. He fum­bled in his pock­ets, took out a pack­et of cig­a­rettes.

			
			
				V

				They stood out­side the morgue to­geth­er, the tall pink, white-haired man, and Lantry, hands in their pock­ets. It was a cool night with a white shell of a moon that washed a house here, a road there, and fur­ther on, parts of a riv­er.

				“Cig­a­rette?” The man of­fered Lantry one.

				“Thanks.”

				They lit up to­geth­er. The man glanced at Lantry’s mouth. “Cool night.”

				“Cool.”

				They shift­ed their feet. “Ter­ri­ble ac­ci­dent.”

				“Ter­ri­ble.”

				“So many dead.”

				“So many.”

				Lantry felt him­self some sort of del­i­cate weight up­on a scale. The oth­er man did not seem to be look­ing at him, but rather lis­ten­ing and feel­ing to­ward him. There was a feath­ery bal­ance here that made for vast dis­com­fort. He want­ed to move away and get out from un­der this bal­anc­ing, weigh­ing. The tall white-haired man said, “My name’s Mc­Clure.”

				“Did you have any friends in­side?” asked Lantry.

				“No. A ca­su­al ac­quain­tance. Aw­ful ac­ci­dent.”

				“Aw­ful.”

				They bal­anced each oth­er. A bee­tle hissed by on the road with its sev­en­teen tires whirling qui­et­ly. The moon showed a lit­tle town fur­ther over in the black hills.

				“I say,” said the man Mc­Clure.

				“Yes.”

				“Could you an­swer me a ques­tion?”

				“Be glad to.” He loos­ened the knife in his coat pock­et, ready.

				“Is your name Lantry?” asked the man at last.

				“Yes.”

				“William Lantry?”

				“Yes.”

				“Then you’re the man who came out of the Salem grave­yard day be­fore yes­ter­day, aren’t you?”

				“Yes.”

				“Good Lord, I’m glad to meet you, Lantry! We’ve been try­ing to find you for the past twen­ty-four hours!”

				The man seized his hand, pumped it, slapped him on the back.

				“What, what?” said Lantry.

				“Good Lord, man, why did you run off? Do you re­al­ize what an in­stance this is? We want to talk to you!”

				Mc­Clure was smil­ing, glow­ing. An­oth­er hand­shake, an­oth­er slap. “I thought it was you!”

				The man is mad, thought Lantry. Ab­so­lute­ly mad. Here I’ve top­pled his in­cin­er­a­tors, killed peo­ple, and he’s shak­ing my hand. Mad, mad!

				“Will you come along to the Hall?” said the man, tak­ing his el­bow.

				“Wh-what hall?” Lantry stepped back.

				“The Sci­ence Hall, of course. It isn’t ev­ery year we get a re­al case of sus­pend­ed an­i­ma­tion. In small an­i­mals, yes, but in a man, hard­ly! Will you come?”

				“What’s the act!” de­mand­ed Lantry, glar­ing. “What’s all this talk.”

				“My dear fel­low, what do you mean?” the man was stunned.

				“Nev­er mind. Is that the on­ly rea­son you want to see me?”

				“What oth­er rea­son would there be, Mr. Lantry? You don’t know how glad I am to see you!” He al­most did a lit­tle dance. “I sus­pect­ed. When we were in there to­geth­er. You be­ing so pale and all. And then the way you smoked your cig­a­rette, some­thing about it, and a lot of oth­er things, all sub­lim­i­nal. But it is you, isn’t it, it is you!”

				“It is I. William Lantry.” Dry­ly.

				“Good fel­low! Come along!”

				

				The bee­tle moved swift­ly through the dawn streets. Mc­Clure talked rapid­ly.

				Lantry sat, lis­ten­ing, as­tound­ed. Here was this fool, Mc­Clure, play­ing his cards for him! Here was this stupid sci­en­tist, or what­ev­er, ac­cept­ing him not as a sus­pi­cious bag­gage, a mur­der­ous item. Oh no! Quite the con­trary! On­ly as a sus­pend­ed an­i­ma­tion case was he con­sid­ered! Not as a dan­ger­ous man at all. Far from it!

				“Of course,” cried Mc­Clure, grin­ning. “You didn’t know where to go, whom to turn to. It was all quite in­cred­i­ble to you.”

				“Yes.”

				“I had a feel­ing you’d be there at the morgue tonight,” said Mc­Clure, hap­pi­ly.

				“Oh?” Lantry stiff­ened.

				“Yes. Can’t ex­plain it. But you, how shall I put it? An­cient Amer­i­cans? You had fun­ny ideas on death. And you were among the dead so long, I felt you’d be drawn back by the ac­ci­dent, by the morgue and all. It’s not very log­i­cal. Sil­ly, in fact. It’s just a feel­ing. I hate feel­ings but there it was. I came on a, I guess you’d call it a hunch, wouldn’t you?”

				“You might call it that.”

				“And there you were!”

				“There I was,” said Lantry.

				“Are you hun­gry?”

				“I’ve eat­en.”

				“How did you get around?”

				“I hitch­hiked.”

				“You what?”

				“Peo­ple gave me rides on the road.”

				“Re­mark­able.”

				“I imag­ine it sounds that way.” He looked at the pass­ing hous­es. “So this is the era of space trav­el, is it?”

				“Oh, we’ve been trav­el­ing to Mars for some forty years now.”

				“Amaz­ing. And those big fun­nels, those tow­ers in the mid­dle of ev­ery town?”

				“Those. Haven’t you heard? The In­cin­er­a­tors. Oh, of course, they hadn’t any­thing of that sort in your time. Had some bad luck with them. An ex­plo­sion in Salem and one here, all in a forty-eight hour pe­ri­od. You looked as if you were go­ing to speak; what is it?”

				“I was think­ing,” said Lantry. “How for­tu­nate I got out of my cof­fin when I did. I might well have been thrown in­to one of your In­cin­er­a­tors and burned up.”

				“That would have been ter­ri­ble, wouldn’t it have?”

				“Quite.”

				Lantry toyed with the di­als on the bee­tle dash. He wouldn’t go to Mars. His plans were changed. If this fool sim­ply re­fused to rec­og­nize an act of vi­o­lence when he stum­bled up­on it, then let him be a fool. If they didn’t con­nect the two ex­plo­sions with a man from the tomb, all well and good. Let them go on de­lud­ing them­selves. If they couldn’t imag­ine some­one be­ing mean and nasty and mur­der­ous, heav­en help them. He rubbed his hands with sat­is­fac­tion. No, no Mar­tian trip for you, as yet, Lantry lad. First we’ll see what can be done bor­ing from the in­side. Plen­ty of time. The In­cin­er­a­tors can wait an ex­tra week or so. One has to be sub­tle, you know. Any more im­me­di­ate ex­plo­sions might cause quite a rip­ple of thought.

				Mc­Clure was gab­bling wild­ly on.

				“Of course, you don’t have to be ex­am­ined im­me­di­ate­ly. You’ll want a rest. I’ll put you up at my place.”

				“Thanks. I don’t feel up to be­ing probed and pulled. Plen­ty of time in a week or so.”

				They drew up be­fore a house and climbed out.

				“You’ll want to sleep, nat­u­ral­ly.”

				“I’ve been asleep for cen­turies. Be glad to stay awake. I’m not a bit tired.”

				“Good.” Mc­Clure let them in­to the house. He head­ed for the drink bar. “A drink will fix us up.”

				“You have one,” said Lantry. “Lat­er for me. I just want to sit down.”

				“By all means sit.” Mc­Clure mixed him­self a drink. He looked around the room, looked at Lantry, paused for a mo­ment with the drink in his hand, tilt­ed his head to one side, and put his tongue in his cheek. Then he shrugged and stirred the drink. He walked slow­ly to a chair and sat, sip­ping the drink qui­et­ly. He seemed to be lis­ten­ing for some­thing. “There are cig­a­rettes on the ta­ble,” he said.

				“Thanks.” Lantry took one and lit it and smoked it. He did not speak for some time.

				Lantry thought, I’m tak­ing this all too eas­i­ly. Maybe I should kill and run. He’s the on­ly one that has found me, yet. Per­haps this is all a trap. Per­haps we’re sim­ply sit­ting here wait­ing for the po­lice. Or what­ev­er in hell they use for po­lice these days. He looked at Mc­Clure. No. They weren’t wait­ing for po­lice. They were wait­ing for some­thing else.

				Mc­Clure didn’t speak. He looked at Lantry’s face and he looked at Lantry’s hands. He looked at Lantry’s chest a long time, with easy quiet­ness. He sipped his drink. He looked at Lantry’s feet.

				Fi­nal­ly he said, “Where’d you get the cloth­ing?”

				“I asked some­one for clothes and they gave these things to me. Darned nice of them.”

				“You’ll find that’s how we are in this world. All you have to do is ask.”

				Mc­Clure shut up again. His eyes moved. On­ly his eyes and noth­ing else. Once or twice he lift­ed his drink.

				A lit­tle clock ticked some­where in the dis­tance.

				“Tell me about your­self, Mr. Lantry.”

				“Noth­ing much to tell.”

				“You’re mod­est.”

				“Hard­ly. You know about the past. I know noth­ing of the fu­ture, or I should say ‘to­day’ and day be­fore yes­ter­day. You don’t learn much in a cof­fin.”

				Mc­Clure did not speak. He sud­den­ly sat for­ward in his chair and then leaned back and shook his head.

				They’ll nev­er sus­pect me, thought Lantry. They aren’t su­per­sti­tious, they sim­ply can’t be­lieve in a dead man walk­ing. There­fore, I’ll be safe. I’ll keep putting off the phys­i­cal check­up. They’re po­lite. They won’t force me. Then, I’ll work it so I can get to Mars. Af­ter that, the tombs, in my own good time, and the plan. God, how sim­ple. How naive these peo­ple are.

				

				Mc­Clure sat across the room for five min­utes. A cold­ness had come over him. The col­or was very slow­ly go­ing from his face, as one sees the col­or of medicine van­ish­ing as one press­es the bulb at the top of a drop­per. He leaned for­ward, say­ing noth­ing, and of­fered an­oth­er cig­a­rette to Lantry.

				“Thanks.” Lantry took it. Mc­Clure sat deeply back in­to his easy chair, his knees fold­ed one over the oth­er. He did not look at Lantry, and yet some­how did. The feel­ing of weigh­ing and bal­anc­ing re­turned. Mc­Clure was like a tall thin mas­ter of hounds lis­ten­ing for some­thing that no­body else could hear. There are lit­tle sil­ver whis­tles you can blow that on­ly dogs can hear. Mc­Clure seemed to be lis­ten­ing acute­ly, sen­si­tive­ly for such an in­vis­i­ble whis­tle, lis­ten­ing with his eyes and with his half-opened, dry mouth, and with his aching, breath­ing nos­trils.

				Lantry sucked the cig­a­rette, sucked the cig­a­rette, sucked the cig­a­rette, and, as many times, blew out, blew out, blew out. Mc­Clure was like some lean red-shagged hound lis­ten­ing and lis­ten­ing with a slick slide of eyes to one side, with an ap­pre­hen­sion in that hand that was so pre­cise­ly mi­cro­scop­ic that one on­ly sensed it, as one sensed the in­vis­i­ble whis­tle, with some part of the brain deep­er than eyes or nos­tril or ear. Mc­Clure was all chemist’s scale, all an­ten­nae.

				The room was so qui­et the cig­a­rette smoke made some kind of in­vis­i­ble noise ris­ing to the ceil­ing. Mc­Clure was a ther­mome­ter, a chemist’s scales, a lis­ten­ing hound, a lit­mus pa­per, an an­ten­na; all these. Lantry did not move. Per­haps the feel­ing would pass. It had passed be­fore. Mc­Clure did not move for a long while and then, with­out a word, he nod­ded at the sher­ry de­canter, and Lantry re­fused as silent­ly. They sat look­ing but not look­ing at each oth­er, again and away, again and away.

				Mc­Clure stiff­ened slow­ly. Lantry saw the col­or get­ting paler in those lean cheeks, and the hand tight­en­ing on the sher­ry glass, and a knowl­edge come at last to stay, nev­er to go away, in­to the eyes.

				Lantry did not move. He could not. All of this was of such a fas­ci­na­tion that he want­ed on­ly to see, to hear what would hap­pen next. It was Mc­Clure’s show from here on in.

				Mc­Clure said, “At first I thought it was the finest psy­chosis I have ev­er seen. You, I mean. I thought, he’s con­vinced him­self, Lantry’s con­vinced him­self, he’s quite in­sane, he’s told him­self to do all these lit­tle things.” Mc­Clure talked as if in a dream, and con­tin­ued talk­ing and didn’t stop.

				“I said to my­self, he pur­pose­ly doesn’t breathe through his nose. I watched your nos­trils, Lantry. The lit­tle nos­tril hairs nev­er once quiv­ered in the last hour. That wasn’t enough. It was a fact I filed. It wasn’t enough. He breathes through his mouth, I said, on pur­pose. And then I gave you a cig­a­rette and you sucked and blew, sucked and blew. None of it ev­er came out your nose. I told my­self, well, that’s all right. He doesn’t in­hale. Is that ter­ri­ble, is that sus­pect? All in the mouth, all in the mouth. And then, I looked at your chest. I watched. It nev­er moved up or down, it did noth­ing. He’s con­vinced him­self, I said to my­self. He’s con­vinced him­self about all this. He doesn’t move his chest, ex­cept slow­ly, when he thinks you’re not look­ing. That’s what I told my­self.”

				The words went on in the silent room, not paus­ing, still in a dream. “And then I of­fered you a drink but you don’t drink and I thought, he doesn’t drink, I thought. Is that ter­ri­ble? And I watched and watched you all this time. Lantry holds his breath, he’s fool­ing him­self. But now, yes, now, I un­der­stand it quite well. Now I know ev­ery­thing the way it is. Do you know how I know? I do not hear breath­ing in the room. I wait and I hear noth­ing. There is no beat of heart or in­take of lung. The room is so silent. Non­sense, one might say, but I know. At the In­cin­er­a­tor I know. There is a dif­fer­ence. You en­ter a room where a man is on a bed and you know im­me­di­ate­ly whether he will look up and speak to you or whether he will not speak to you ev­er again. Laugh if you will, but one can tell. It is a sub­lim­i­nal thing. It is the whis­tle the dog hears when no hu­man hears. It is the tick of a clock that has ticked so long one no longer no­tices. Some­thing is in a room when a man lives in it. Some­thing is not in the room when a man is dead in it.”

				

				Mc­Clure shut his eyes a mo­ment. He put down his sher­ry glass. He wait­ed a mo­ment. He took up his cig­a­rette and puffed it and then put it down in a black tray.

				“I am alone in this room,” he said.

				Lantry did not move.

				“You are dead,” said Mc­Clure. “My mind does not know this. It is not a think­ing thing. It is a thing of the sens­es and the sub­con­scious. At first I thought, this man thinks he is dead, risen from the dead, a vam­pire. Is that not log­i­cal? Would not any man, buried as many cen­turies, raised in a su­per­sti­tious, ig­no­rant cul­ture, think like­wise of him­self once risen from the tomb? Yes, that is log­i­cal. This man has hyp­no­tized him­self and fit­ted his bod­i­ly func­tions so that they would in no way in­ter­fere with his self-delu­sion, his great para­noia. He gov­erns his breath­ing. He tells him­self, I can­not hear my breath­ing, there­fore I am dead. His in­ner mind cen­sors the sound of breath­ing. He does not al­low him­self to eat or drink. These things he prob­a­bly does in his sleep, with part of his mind, hid­ing the ev­i­dences of this hu­man­i­ty from his de­lud­ed mind at oth­er times.”

				Mc­Clure fin­ished it. “I was wrong. You are not in­sane. You are not de­lud­ing your­self. Nor me. This is all very il­log­i­cal and—I must ad­mit—al­most fright­en­ing. Does that make you feel good, to think you fright­en me? I have no la­bel for you. You’re a very odd man, Lantry. I’m glad to have met you. This will make an in­ter­est­ing re­port in­deed.”

				“Is there any­thing wrong with me be­ing dead?” said Lantry. “Is it a crime?”

				“You must ad­mit it’s high­ly un­usu­al.”

				“But, still now, is it a crime?” asked Lantry.

				“We have no crime, no crim­i­nal court. We want to ex­am­ine you, nat­u­ral­ly, to find out how you have hap­pened. It is like that chem­i­cal which one minute is in­ert, the next is liv­ing cell. Who can say where what hap­pened to what. You are that im­pos­si­bil­i­ty. It is enough to drive a man quite in­sane.”

				“Will I be re­leased when you are done fin­ger­ing me?”

				“You will not be held. If you don’t wish to be ex­am­ined, you will not be. But I am hop­ing you will help by of­fer­ing us your ser­vices.”

				“I might,” said Lantry.

				“But tell me,” said Mc­Clure. “What were you do­ing at the morgue?”

				“Noth­ing.”

				“I heard you talk­ing when I came in.”

				“I was mere­ly cu­ri­ous.”

				“You’re ly­ing. That is very bad, Mr. Lantry. The truth is far bet­ter. The truth is, is it not, that you are dead and, be­ing the on­ly one of your sort, were lone­ly. There­fore you killed peo­ple to have com­pa­ny.”

				“How does that fol­low?”

				Mc­Clure laughed. “Log­ic, my dear fel­low. Once I knew you were re­al­ly dead, a mo­ment ago, re­al­ly a—what do you call it—a vam­pire (sil­ly word!) I tied you im­me­di­ate­ly to the In­cin­er­a­tor blasts. Be­fore that there was no rea­son to con­nect you. But once the one piece fell in­to place, the fact that you were dead, then it was sim­ple to guess your lone­li­ness, your hate, your en­vy, all of the tawdry mo­ti­va­tions of a walk­ing corpse. It took on­ly an in­stant then to see the In­cin­er­a­tors blown to blazes, and then to think of you, among the bod­ies at the morgue, seek­ing help, seek­ing friends and peo­ple like your­self to work with—”

				“You’re too damned smart!” Lantry was out of the chair. He was half­way to the oth­er man when Mc­Clure rolled over and scut­tled away, fling­ing the sher­ry de­canter. With a great de­spair Lantry re­al­ized that, like a damned id­iot, he had thrown away his one chance to kill Mc­Clure. He should have done it ear­li­er. It had been Lantry’s one weapon, his safe­ty mar­gin. If peo­ple in a so­ci­ety nev­er killed each oth­er, they nev­er sus­pect­ed one an­oth­er. You could walk up to any one of them and kill him.

				“Come back here!” Lantry threw the knife.

				Mc­Clure got be­hind a chair. The idea of flight, of pro­tec­tion, of fight­ing, was still new to him. He had part of the idea, but there was still a bit of luck on Lantry’s side if Lantry want­ed to use it.

				“Oh, no,” said Mc­Clure, hold­ing the chair be­tween him­self and the ad­vanc­ing man. “You want to kill me. It’s odd, but true. I can’t un­der­stand it. You want to cut me with that knife or some­thing like that, and it’s up to me to pre­vent you from do­ing such an odd thing.”

				“I will kill you!” Lantry let it slip out. He cursed him­self. That was the worst pos­si­ble thing to say.

				Lantry lunged across the chair, clutch­ing at Mc­Clure.

				Mc­Clure was very log­i­cal. “It won’t do you any good to kill me. You know that.” They wres­tled and held each oth­er in a wild, top­pling shuf­fle. Ta­bles fell over, scat­ter­ing ar­ti­cles. “You re­mem­ber what hap­pened in the morgue?”

				“I don’t care!” screamed Lantry.

				“You didn’t raise those dead, did you?”

				“I don’t care!” cried Lantry.

				“Look here,” said Mc­Clure, rea­son­ably. “There will nev­er be any more like you, ev­er, there’s no use.”

				“Then I’ll de­stroy all of you, all of you!” screamed Lantry.

				“And then what? You’ll still be alone, with no more like you about.”

				“I’ll go to Mars. They have tombs there. I’ll find more like my­self!”

				“No,” said Mc­Clure. “The ex­ec­u­tive or­der went through yes­ter­day. All of the tombs are be­ing de­prived of their bod­ies. They’ll be burned in the next week.”

				They fell to­geth­er to the floor. Lantry got his hands on Mc­Clure’s throat.

				“Please,” said Mc­Clure. “Do you see, you’ll die.”

				“What do you mean?” cried Lantry.

				“Once you kill all of us, and you’re alone, you’ll die! The hate will die. That hate is what moves you, noth­ing else! That en­vy moves you. Noth­ing else! You’ll die, in­evitably. You’re not im­mor­tal. You’re not even alive, you’re noth­ing but a mov­ing hate.”

				“I don’t care!” screamed Lantry, and be­gan chok­ing the man, beat­ing his head with his fists, crouched on the de­fense­less body. Mc­Clure looked up at him with dy­ing eyes.

				The front door opened. Two men came in.

				“I say,” said one of them. “What’s go­ing on? A new game?”

				Lantry jumped back and be­gan to run.

				“Yes, a new game!” said Mc­Clure, strug­gling up. “Catch him and you win!”

				The two men caught Lantry. “We win,” they said.

				“Let me go!” Lantry thrashed, hit­ting them across their faces, bring­ing blood.

				“Hold him tight!” cried Mc­Clure.

				They held him.

				“A rough game, what?” one of them said. “What do we do now?”

				

				The bee­tle hissed along the shin­ing road. Rain fell out of the sky and a wind ripped at the dark green wet trees. In the bee­tle, his hands on the half-wheel, Mc­Clure was talk­ing. His voice was a susurrant, a whis­per­ing, a hyp­not­ic thing. The two oth­er men sat in the back seat. Lantry sat, or rather lay, in the front seat, his head back, his eyes faint­ly open, the glow­ing green light of the dash di­als show­ing on his cheeks. His mouth was re­laxed. He did not speak.

				Mc­Clure talked qui­et­ly and log­i­cal­ly, about life and mov­ing, about death and not mov­ing, about the sun and the great sun In­cin­er­a­tor, about the emp­tied tomb­yard, about ha­tred and how hate lived and made a clay man live and move, and how il­log­i­cal it all was, it all was, it all was. One was dead, was dead, was dead, that was all, all, all. One did not try to be oth­er­wise. The car whis­pered on the mov­ing road. The rain spat­ted gen­tly on the wind­shield. The men in the back seat con­versed qui­et­ly. Where were they go­ing, go­ing? To the In­cin­er­a­tor, of course. Cig­a­rette smoke moved slow­ly up on the air, curl­ing and ty­ing in­to it­self in grey loops and spi­rals. One was dead and must ac­cept it.

				Lantry did not move. He was a mar­i­onette, the strings cut. There was on­ly a tiny ha­tred in his heart, in his eyes, like twin coals, fee­ble, glow­ing, fad­ing.

				I am Poe, he thought. I am all that is left of Edgar Al­lan Poe, and I am all that is left of Am­brose Bierce and all that is left of a man named Love­craft. I am a grey night bat with sharp teeth, and I am a square black mono­lith mon­ster. I am Osiris and Baal and Set. I am the Necro­nomi­con, the Book of the Dead. I am the house of Ush­er, fall­ing in­to flame. I am the Red Death. I am the man mortared in­to the cat­a­comb with a cask of Amon­til­la­do. … I am a danc­ing skele­ton. I am a cof­fin, a shroud, a light­ning bolt re­flect­ed in an old house win­dow. I am an au­tumn-emp­ty tree. I am a rap­ping, fling­ing shut­ter. I am a yel­lowed vol­ume turned by a claw hand. I am an or­gan played in an at­tic at mid­night. I am a mask, a skull mask be­hind an oak tree on the last day of Oc­to­ber. I am a poi­son ap­ple bob­bling in a wa­ter tub for child noses to bump at, for child teeth to snap. … I am a black can­dle light­ed be­fore an in­vert­ed cross. I am a cof­fin lid, a sheet with eyes, a foot­step on a black stair­well. I am Dun­sany and Machen and I am the Leg­end of Sleepy Hol­low. I am The Mon­key’s Paw and I am The Phan­tom Rick­shaw. I am the Cat and the Ca­nary, The Go­ril­la, the Bat. I am the ghost of Ham­let’s fa­ther on the cas­tle wall.

				All of these things am I. And now these last things will be burned. While I lived they still lived. While I moved and hat­ed and ex­ist­ed, they still ex­ist­ed. I am all that re­mem­bers them. I am all of them that still goes on, and will not go on af­ter tonight. Tonight, all of us, Poe and Bierce and Ham­let’s fa­ther, we burn to­geth­er. They will make a big heap of us and burn us like a bon­fire, like things of Guy Fawkes’ day, gaso­line, torch­light, cries and all!

				And what a wail­ing will we put up. The world will be clean of us, but in our go­ing we shall say, oh what is the world like, clean of fear, where is the dark imag­i­na­tion from the dark time, the thrill and the an­tic­i­pa­tion, the sus­pense of old Oc­to­ber, gone, nev­er­more to come again, flat­tened and smashed and burned by the rock­et peo­ple, by the In­cin­er­a­tor peo­ple, de­stroyed and oblit­er­at­ed, to be re­placed by doors that open and close and lights that go on or off with­out fear. If on­ly you could re­mem­ber how once we lived, what Hal­loween was to us, and what Poe was, and how we glo­ried in the dark mor­bidi­ties. One more drink, dear friends, of Amon­til­la­do, be­fore the burn­ing. All of this, all, ex­ists but in one last brain on earth. A whole world dy­ing tonight. One more drink, pray.

				“Here we are,” said Mc­Clure.

				

				The In­cin­er­a­tor was bright­ly light­ed. There was qui­et mu­sic near­by. Mc­Clure got out of the bee­tle, came around to the oth­er side. He opened the door. Lantry sim­ply lay there. The talk­ing and the log­i­cal talk­ing had slow­ly drained him of life. He was no more than wax now, with a small glow in his eyes. This fu­ture world, how the men talked to you, how log­i­cal­ly they rea­soned away your life. They wouldn’t be­lieve in him. The force of their dis­be­lief froze him. He could not move his arms or his legs. He could on­ly mum­ble sense­less­ly, cold­ly, eyes flick­er­ing.

				Mc­Clure and the two oth­ers helped him out of the car, put him in a gold­en box and rolled him on a roller ta­ble in­to the warm glow­ing in­te­ri­or of the build­ing.

				I am Edgar Al­lan Poe, I am Am­brose Bierce, I am Hal­loween, I am a cof­fin, a shroud, a Mon­key’s Paw, a Phan­tom, a Vam­pire. …

				“Yes, yes,” said Mc­Clure, qui­et­ly, over him. “I know. I know.”

				The ta­ble glid­ed. The walls swung over him and by him, the mu­sic played. You are dead, you are log­i­cal­ly dead.

				I am Ush­er, I am the Mael­strom, I am the MS. Found In A Bot­tle, I am the Pit and I am the Pen­du­lum, I am the Tell­tale Heart, I am the Raven nev­er­more, nev­er­more.

				“Yes,” said Mc­Clure, as they walked soft­ly. “I know.”

				“I am in the cat­a­comb,” cried Lantry.

				“Yes, the cat­a­comb,” said the walk­ing man over him.

				“I am be­ing chained to a wall, and there is no bot­tle of Amon­til­la­do here!” cried Lantry weak­ly, eyes closed.

				“Yes,” some­one said.

				There was move­ment. The flame door opened.

				“Now some­one is mor­tar­ing up the cell, clos­ing me in!”

				“Yes, I know.” A whis­per.

				The gold­en box slid in­to the flame lock.

				“I’m be­ing walled in! A very good joke in­deed! Let us be gone!” A wild scream and much laugh­ter.

				“We know, we un­der­stand. …”

				The in­ner flame lock opened. The gold­en cof­fin shot forth in­to flame.

				
					“For the love of God, Mon­tre­sor! For the love of God!”
				

			
		
	
		
			A Little Journey

			There were two im­por­tant things—one, that she was very old; two, that Mr. Thirkell was tak­ing her to God. For hadn’t he pat­ted her hand and said: “Mrs. Bel­lowes, we’ll take off in­to space in my rock­et, and go to find Him to­geth­er?”

			And that was how it was go­ing to be. Oh, this wasn’t like any oth­er group Mrs. Bel­lowes had ev­er joined. In her fer­vor to light a path for her del­i­cate, tot­ter­ing feet, she had struck match­es down dark al­leys, and found her way to Hin­du mys­tics who float­ed their flick­er­ing, star­ry eye­lash­es over crys­tal balls. She had walked on the mead­ow paths with as­cetic In­di­an philoso­phers im­port­ed by daugh­ters-in-spir­it of Madame Blavatsky. She had made pil­grim­ages to Cal­i­for­nia’s stuc­co jun­gles to hunt the as­tro­log­i­cal seer in his nat­u­ral habi­tat. She had even con­sent­ed to sign­ing away the rights to one of her homes in or­der to be tak­en in­to the shout­ing or­der of a tem­ple of amaz­ing evan­ge­lists who had promised her gold­en smoke, crys­tal fire, and the great soft hand of God com­ing to bear her home.

			None of these peo­ple had ev­er shak­en Mrs. Bel­lowes’ faith, even when she saw them sirened away in a black wag­on in the night, or dis­cov­ered their pic­tures, bleak and un­ro­man­tic, in the morn­ing tabloids. The world had roughed them up and locked them away be­cause they knew too much, that was all.

			And then, two weeks ago, she had seen Mr. Thirkell’s ad­ver­tise­ment in New York City:

			
				
					Come to Mars!

				
				Stay at the Thirkell Resto­ri­um for one week. And then, on in­to space on the great­est ad­ven­ture life can of­fer!

				Send for Free Pam­phlet: “Near­er My God To Thee.”

				Ex­cur­sion rates. Round trip slight­ly low­er.

			

			“Round trip,” Mrs. Bel­lowes had thought. “But who would come back af­ter see­ing Him?”

			And so she had bought a tick­et and flown off to Mars and spent sev­en mild days at Mr. Thirkell’s Resto­ri­um, the build­ing with the sign on it which flashed: Thirkell’s Rock­et to Heav­en! She had spent the week bathing in limpid wa­ters and eras­ing the care from her tiny bones, and now she was fid­get­ing, ready to be load­ed in­to Mr. Thirkell’s own spe­cial pri­vate rock­et, like a bul­let, to be fired on out in­to space be­yond Jupiter and Sat­urn and Plu­to. And thus—who could de­ny it?—you would be get­ting near­er and near­er to the Lord. How won­der­ful! Couldn’t you just feel Him draw­ing near? Couldn’t you just sense His breath, His scru­ti­ny, His Pres­ence?

			“Here I am,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes, “an an­cient rick­ety el­e­va­tor, ready to go up the shaft. God need on­ly press the but­ton.”

			Now, on the sev­enth day, as she minced up the steps of the Resto­ri­um, a num­ber of small doubts as­sailed her.

			“For one thing,” she said aloud to no one, “it isn’t quite the land of milk and hon­ey here on Mars that they said it would be. My room is like a cell, the swim­ming pool is re­al­ly quite in­ad­e­quate, and, be­sides, how many wid­ows who look like mush­rooms or skele­tons want to swim? And, fi­nal­ly, the whole Resto­ri­um smells of boiled cab­bage and ten­nis shoes!”

			She opened the front door and let it slam, some­what ir­ri­ta­bly.

			She was amazed at the oth­er wom­en in the au­di­to­ri­um. It was like wan­der­ing in a car­ni­val mir­ror-maze, com­ing again and again up­on your­self—the same floury face, the same chick­en hands, and jin­gling bracelets. One af­ter an­oth­er of the im­ages of her­self float­ed be­fore her. She put out her hand, but it wasn’t a mir­ror; it was an­oth­er la­dy shak­ing her fin­gers and say­ing:

			“We’re wait­ing for Mr. Thirkell. Sh!”

			“Ah,” whis­pered ev­ery­one.

			The vel­vet cur­tains part­ed.

			Mr. Thirkell ap­peared, fan­tas­ti­cal­ly serene, his Egyp­tian eyes up­on ev­ery­one. But there was some­thing, nev­er­the­less, in his ap­pear­ance which made one ex­pect him to call “Hi!” while fuzzy dogs jumped over his legs, through his hooped arms, and over his back. Then, dogs and all, he should dance with a daz­zling pi­ano-key­board smile off in­to the wings.

			Mrs. Bel­lowes, with a se­cret part of her mind which she con­stant­ly had to grip tight­ly, ex­pect­ed to hear a cheap Chi­nese gong sound when Mr. Thirkell en­tered. His large liq­uid dark eyes were so im­prob­a­ble that one of the old ladies had face­tious­ly claimed she saw a mos­qui­to cloud hov­er­ing over them as they did around sum­mer rain-bar­rels. And Mrs. Bel­lowes some­times caught the scent of the the­atri­cal moth­ball and the smell of cal­liope steam on his sharply pressed suit.

			But with the same sav­age ra­tio­nal­iza­tion that had greet­ed all oth­er dis­ap­point­ments in her rick­ety life, she bit at the sus­pi­cion and whis­pered, “This time it’s re­al. This time it’ll work. Haven’t we got a rock­et?”

			Mr. Thirkell bowed. He smiled a sud­den Com­e­dy Mask smile. The old ladies looked in at his epiglot­tis and sensed chaos there.

			Be­fore he even be­gan to speak, Mrs. Bel­lowes saw him pick­ing up each of his words, oil­ing it, mak­ing sure it ran smooth on its rails. Her heart squeezed in like a tiny fist, and she grit­ted her porce­lain teeth.

			“Friends,” said Mr. Thirkell, and you could hear the frost snap in the hearts of the en­tire as­sem­blage.

			“No!” said Mrs. Bel­lowes ahead of time. She could hear the bad news rush­ing at her, and her­self tied to the track while the im­mense black wheels threat­ened and the whis­tle screamed, help­less.

			“There will be a slight de­lay,” said Mr. Thirkell.

			In the next in­stant, Mr. Thirkell might have cried, or been tempt­ed to cry, “Ladies, be seat­ed!” in min­strel-fash­ion, for the ladies had come up at him from their chairs, protest­ing and trem­bling.

			“Not a very long de­lay.” Mr. Thirkell put up his hands to pat the air.

			“How long?”

			“On­ly a week.”

			“A week!”

			“Yes. You can stay here at the Resto­ri­um for sev­en more days, can’t you? A lit­tle de­lay won’t mat­ter, will it, in the end? You’ve wait­ed a life­time. On­ly a few more days.”

			At twen­ty dol­lars a day, thought Mrs. Bel­lowes, cold­ly.

			“What’s the trou­ble?” a wom­an cried.

			“A le­gal dif­fi­cul­ty,” said Mr. Thirkell.

			“We’ve a rock­et, haven’t we?”

			“Well, ye-ess.”

			“But I’ve been here a whole month, wait­ing,” said one old la­dy. “De­lays, de­lays!”

			“That’s right,” said ev­ery­one.

			“Ladies, ladies,” mur­mured Mr. Thirkell, smil­ing serene­ly.

			“We want to see the rock­et!” It was Mrs. Bel­lowes forg­ing ahead, alone, bran­dish­ing her fist like a toy ham­mer.

			Mr. Thirkell looked in­to the old ladies’ eyes, a mis­sion­ary among al­bi­no can­ni­bals.

			“Well, now,” he said.

			“Yes, now!” cried Mrs. Bel­lowes.

			“I’m afraid—” he be­gan.

			“So am I!” she said. “That’s why we want to see the ship!”

			“No, no, now, Mrs.—” He snapped his fin­gers for her name.

			“Bel­lowes!” she cried. She was a small con­tain­er, but now all the seething pres­sures that had been built up over long years came steam­ing through the del­i­cate vents of her body. Her cheeks be­came in­can­des­cent. With a wail that was like a melan­choly fac­to­ry whis­tle, Mrs. Bel­lowes ran for­ward and hung to him, al­most by her teeth, like a sum­mer-mad­dened Spitz. She would not and nev­er could let go, un­til he died, and the oth­er wom­en fol­lowed, jump­ing and yap­ping like a pound let loose on its train­er, the same one who had pet­ted them and to whom they had squirmed and whined joy­ful­ly an hour be­fore, now milling about him, creas­ing his sleeves and fright­en­ing the Egyp­tian seren­i­ty from his gaze.

			“This way!” cried Mrs. Bel­lowes, feel­ing like Madame La­farge. “Through the back! We’ve wait­ed long enough to see the ship. Ev­ery day he’s put us off, ev­ery day we’ve wait­ed, now let’s see.”

			“No, no, ladies!” cried Mr. Thirkell, leap­ing about.

			They burst through the back of the stage and out a door, like a flood, bear­ing the poor man with them in­to a shed, and then out, quite sud­den­ly, in­to an aban­doned gym­na­si­um.

			“There it is!” said some­one. “The rock­et.”

			And then a si­lence fell that was ter­ri­ble to en­ter­tain.

			There was the rock­et.

			Mrs. Bel­lowes looked at it and her hands sagged away from Mr. Thirkell’s col­lar.

			The rock­et was some­thing like a bat­tered cop­per pot. There were a thou­sand bulges and rents and rusty pipes and dirty vents on and in it. The ports were cloud­ed over with dust, re­sem­bling the eyes of a blind hog.

			Ev­ery­one wailed a lit­tle sigh­ing wail.

			“Is that the rock­et ship Glo­ry Be to the High­est?” cried Mrs. Bel­lowes, ap­palled.

			Mr. Thirkell nod­ded and looked at his feet.

			“For which we paid out our one thou­sand dol­lars apiece and came all the way to Mars to get on board with you and go off to find Him?” asked Mrs. Bel­lowes.

			“Why, that isn’t worth a sack of dried peas,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes.

			“It’s noth­ing but junk!”

			Junk, whis­pered ev­ery­one, get­ting hys­ter­i­cal.

			“Don’t let him get away!”

			Mr. Thirkell tried to break and run, but a thou­sand pos­sum traps closed on him from ev­ery side. He with­ered.

			Ev­ery­body walked around in cir­cles like blind mice. There was a con­fu­sion and a weep­ing that last­ed for five min­utes as they went over and touched the Rock­et, the Dent­ed Ket­tle, the Rusty Con­tain­er for God’s Chil­dren.

			“Well,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes. She stepped up in­to the askew door­way of the rock­et and faced ev­ery­one. “It looks as if a ter­ri­ble thing has been done to us,” she said. “I haven’t any mon­ey to go back home to Earth and I’ve too much pride to go to the Gov­ern­ment and tell them a com­mon man like this has fooled us out of our life’s sav­ings. I don’t know how you feel about it, all of you, but the rea­son all of us came is be­cause I’m eighty-five, and you’re eighty-nine, and you’re sev­en­ty-eight, and all of us are nudg­ing on to­ward a hun­dred, and there’s noth­ing on Earth for us, and it doesn’t ap­pear there’s any­thing on Mars ei­ther. We all ex­pect­ed not to breathe much more air or cro­chet many more doilies or we’d nev­er have come here. So what I have to pro­pose is a sim­ple thing—to take a chance.”

			She reached out and touched the rust­ed hulk of the rock­et.

			“This is our rock­et. We paid for our trip. And we’re go­ing to take our trip!”

			Ev­ery­one rus­tled and stood on tip­toes and opened an as­ton­ished mouth.

			Mr. Thirkell be­gan to cry. He did it quite eas­i­ly and very ef­fec­tive­ly.

			“We’re go­ing to get in this ship,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes, ig­nor­ing him. “And we’re go­ing to take off to where we were go­ing.”

			Mr. Thirkell stopped cry­ing long enough to say, “But it was all a fake. I don’t know any­thing about space. He’s not out there, any­way. I lied. I don’t know where He is, and I couldn’t find Him if I want­ed to. And you were fools to ev­er take my word on it.”

			“Yes,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes, “we were fools. I’ll go along on that. But you can’t blame us, for we’re old, and it was a love­ly, good and fine idea, one of the loveli­est ideas in the world. Oh, we didn’t re­al­ly fool our­selves that we could get near­er to Him phys­i­cal­ly. It was the gen­tle, mad dream of old peo­ple, the kind of thing you hold on­to for a few min­utes a day, even though you know it’s not true. So, all of you who want to go, you fol­low me in the ship.”

			“But you can’t go!” said Mr. Thirkell. “You haven’t got a nav­i­ga­tor. And that ship’s a ru­in!”

			“You,” said Mrs. Bel­lowes, “will be the nav­i­ga­tor.”

			She stepped in­to the ship, and af­ter a mo­ment, the oth­er old ladies pressed for­ward. Mr. Thirkell, wind­milling his arms fran­ti­cal­ly, was nev­er­the­less pressed through the port, and in a minute the door slammed shut. Mr. Thirkell was strapped in­to the nav­i­ga­tor’s seat, with ev­ery­one talk­ing at once and hold­ing him down. The spe­cial hel­mets were is­sued to be fit­ted over ev­ery gray or white head to sup­ply ex­tra oxy­gen in case of a leak­age in the ship’s hull, and at long last the hour had come and Mrs. Bel­lowes stood be­hind Mr. Thirkell and said, “We’re ready, sir.”

			He said noth­ing. He plead­ed with them silent­ly, us­ing his great, dark, wet eyes, but Mrs. Bel­lowes shook her head and point­ed to the con­trol.

			“Take­off,” agreed Mr. Thirkell mo­rose­ly, and pulled a switch.

			Ev­ery­body fell. The rock­et went up from the plan­et Mars in a great fiery glide, with the noise of an en­tire kitchen thrown down an el­e­va­tor shaft, with a sound of pots and pans and ket­tles and fires boil­ing and stews bub­bling, with a smell of burned in­cense and rub­ber and sul­phur, with a col­or of yel­low fire, and a rib­bon of red stretch­ing be­low them, and all the old wom­en singing and hold­ing to each oth­er, and Mrs. Bel­lowes crawl­ing up­right in the sigh­ing, strain­ing, trem­bling ship.

			“Head for space, Mr. Thirkell.”

			“It can’t last,” said Mr. Thirkell, sad­ly. “This ship can’t last. It will—”

			It did.

			The rock­et ex­plod­ed.

			Mrs. Bel­lowes felt her­self lift­ed and thrown about dizzi­ly, like a doll. She heard the great scream­ings and saw the flash­es of bod­ies sail­ing by her in frag­ments of met­al and pow­dery light.

			“Help, help!” cried Mr. Thirkell, far away, on a small ra­dio beam.

			The ship dis­in­te­grat­ed in­to a mil­lion parts, and the old ladies, all one hun­dred of them, were flung straight on ahead with the same ve­loc­i­ty as the ship.

			As for Mr. Thirkell, for some rea­son of tra­jec­to­ry, per­haps, he had been blown out the oth­er side of the ship. Mrs. Bel­lowes saw him fall­ing sep­a­rate and away from them, scream­ing, scream­ing.

			There goes Mr. Thirkell, thought Mrs. Bel­lowes.

			And she knew where he was go­ing. He was go­ing to be burned and roast­ed and broiled good, but very good.

			Mr. Thirkell was fall­ing down in­to the Sun.

			And here we are, thought Mrs. Bel­lowes. Here we are, go­ing on out, and out, and out.

			There was hard­ly a sense of mo­tion at all, but she knew that she was trav­el­ing at fifty thou­sand miles an hour and would con­tin­ue to trav­el at that speed for an eter­ni­ty, un­til. …

			She saw the oth­er wom­en swing­ing all about her in their own tra­jec­to­ries, a few min­utes of oxy­gen left to each of them in their hel­mets, and each was look­ing up to where they were go­ing.

			Of course, thought Mrs. Bel­lowes. Out in­to space. Out and out, and the dark­ness like a great church, and the stars like can­dles, and in spite of ev­ery­thing, Mr. Thirkell, the rock­et, and the dis­hon­esty, we are go­ing to­ward the Lord.

			And there, yes, there, as she fell on and on, com­ing to­ward her, she could al­most dis­cern the out­line now, com­ing to­ward her was His mighty gold­en hand, reach­ing down to hold her and com­fort her like a fright­ened spar­row. …

			“I’m Mrs. Amelia Bel­lowes,” she said qui­et­ly, in her best com­pa­ny voice. “I’m from the plan­et Earth.”
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