
SFSS



About SFSS


[image: Syd mead]


(credit: Syd Mead)


SFSS is a curated collection of science fiction short stories from classic and current authors. This site was created for both sci-fi lovers and those looking to get into the genre through shorter entries.


Some stories are in the public domain, some are published under a Creative Commons license.


Twitter
@sfsspace1


RSS feed
https://sfss.space/feed/


Contact
If you want to get in touch, please drop me an email at PLEASE GO AWAY!sfss_spacefrontier@protonmail.com



If you prefer email to RSS





Archives


Public domain


#bester
#bradbury
#delrey
#harrison
#herbert
#kuttner
#lafferty
#lovecraft
#sheckley
#smith
#voltaire
#PKDick
#simak
#vance
#vonnegut
#wells


Creative Commons


#doctorow
#shiner
#stallman
#watts


Copyright


#burnett
#weir


Other


#ccmovies
#français
#shortmovies
#thoughts


Interviews

	Patrick Abbott

	Neal Asher

	Misha Burnett

	Travis Corcoran

	Cory Doctorow

	Lewis Shiner

	Marie Vibbert

	Peter Watts




Beyond Lies the Wub (1952) – Philip K. Dick


[image: Three men standing, a strange creature in the middle]


The slovenly wub might well have said: Many men talk like philosophers and live like fools.

They had almost finished with the loading. Outside stood the Optus, his arms folded, his face sunk in gloom. Captain Franco walked leisurely down the gangplank, grinning.



“What's the matter?” he said. “You're getting paid for all this.”


The Optus said nothing. He turned away, collecting his robes. The Captain put his boot on the hem of the robe.


“Just a minute. Don't go off. I'm not finished.”


“Oh?” The Optus turned with dignity. “I am going back to the village.” He looked toward the animals and birds being driven up the gangplank into the spaceship. “I must organize new hunts.”


Franco lit a cigarette. “Why not? You people can go out into the veldt and track it all down again. But when we run out halfway between Mars and Earth—”


The Optus went off, wordless. Franco joined the first mate at the bottom of the gangplank.


“How's it coming?” he said. He looked at his watch. “We got a good bargain here.”


The mate glanced at him sourly. “How do you explain that?”


“What's the matter with you? We need it more than they do.”


“I'll see you later, Captain.” The mate threaded his way up the plank, between the long-legged Martian go-birds, into the ship. Franco watched him disappear. He was just starting up after him, up the plank toward the port, when he saw it.


“My God!” He stood staring, his hands on his hips. Peterson was walking along the path, his face red, leading it by a string.


“I'm sorry, Captain,” he said, tugging at the string. Franco walked toward him.


“What is it?”


The wub stood sagging, its great body settling slowly. It was sitting down, its eyes half shut. A few flies buzzed about its flank, and it switched its tail.


It sat. There was silence.


“It's a wub,” Peterson said. “I got it from a native for fifty cents. He said it was a very unusual animal. Very respected.”


“This?” Franco poked the great sloping side of the wub. “It's a pig! A huge dirty pig!”


“Yes sir, it's a pig. The natives call it a wub.”


“A huge pig. It must weigh four hundred pounds.” Franco grabbed a tuft of the rough hair. The wub gasped. Its eyes opened, small and moist. Then its great mouth twitched.


A tear rolled down the wub's cheek and splashed on the floor.


“Maybe it's good to eat,” Peterson said nervously.


“We'll soon find out,” Franco said.






The wub survived the take-off, sound asleep in the hold of the ship. When they were out in space and everything was running smoothly, Captain Franco bade his men fetch the wub upstairs so that he might perceive what manner of beast it was.


The wub grunted and wheezed, squeezing up the passageway.


“Come on,” Jones grated, pulling at the rope. The wub twisted, rubbing its skin off on the smooth chrome walls. It burst into the ante-room, tumbling down in a heap. The men leaped up.


“Good Lord,” French said. “What is it?”


“Peterson says it's a wub,” Jones said. “It belongs to him.” He kicked at the wub. The wub stood up unsteadily, panting.


“What's the matter with it?” French came over. “Is it going to be sick?”


They watched. The wub rolled its eyes mournfully. It gazed around at the men.


“I think it's thirsty,” Peterson said. He went to get some water. French shook his head.


“No wonder we had so much trouble taking off. I had to reset all my ballast calculations.”


Peterson came back with the water. The wub began to lap gratefully, splashing the men.


Captain Franco appeared at the door.


“Let's have a look at it.” He advanced, squinting critically. “You got this for fifty cents?”


“Yes, sir,” Peterson said. “It eats almost anything. I fed it on grain and it liked that. And then potatoes, and mash, and scraps from the table, and milk. It seems to enjoy eating. After it eats it lies down and goes to sleep.”


“I see,” Captain Franco said. “Now, as to its taste. That's the real question. I doubt if there's much point in fattening it up any more. It seems fat enough to me already. Where's the cook? I want him here. I want to find out—”


The wub stopped lapping and looked up at the Captain.


“Really, Captain,” the wub said. “I suggest we talk of other matters.”


The room was silent.


“What was that?” Franco said. “Just now.”


“The wub, sir,” Peterson said. “It spoke.”


They all looked at the wub.


“What did it say? What did it say?”


“It suggested we talk about other things.”


Franco walked toward the wub. He went all around it, examining it from every side. Then he came back over and stood with the men.


“I wonder if there's a native inside it,” he said thoughtfully. “Maybe we should open it up and have a look.”


“Oh, goodness!” the wub cried. “Is that all you people can think of, killing and cutting?”


Franco clenched his fists. “Come out of there! Whoever you are, come out!”


Nothing stirred. The men stood together, their faces blank, staring at the wub. The wub swished its tail. It belched suddenly.


“I beg your pardon,” the wub said.


“I don't think there's anyone in there,” Jones said in a low voice. They all looked at each other.


The cook came in.


“You wanted me, Captain?” he said. “What's this thing?”


“This is a wub,” Franco said. “It's to be eaten. Will you measure it and figure out—”


“I think we should have a talk,” the wub said. “I'd like to discuss this with you, Captain, if I might. I can see that you and I do not agree on some basic issues.”


The Captain took a long time to answer. The wub waited good-naturedly, licking the water from its jowls.


“Come into my office,” the Captain said at last. He turned and walked out of the room. The wub rose and padded after him. The men watched it go out. They heard it climbing the stairs.


“I wonder what the outcome will be,” the cook said. “Well, I'll be in the kitchen. Let me know as soon as you hear.”


“Sure,” Jones said. “Sure.”





The wub eased itself down in the corner with a sigh. “You must forgive me,” it said. “I'm afraid I'm addicted to various forms of relaxation. When one is as large as I—”


The Captain nodded impatiently. He sat down at his desk and folded his hands.


“All right,” he said. “Let's get started. You're a wub? Is that correct?”


The wub shrugged. “I suppose so. That's what they call us, the natives, I mean. We have our own term.”


“And you speak English? You've been in contact with Earthmen before?”


“No.”


“Then how do you do it?”


“Speak English? Am I speaking English? I'm not conscious of speaking anything in particular. I examined your mind—”


“My mind?”


“I studied the contents, especially the semantic warehouse, as I refer to it—”


“I see,” the Captain said. “Telepathy. Of course.”


“We are a very old race,” the wub said. “Very old and very ponderous. It is difficult for us to move around. You can appreciate that anything so slow and heavy would be at the mercy of more agile forms of life. There was no use in our relying on physical defenses. How could we win? Too heavy to run, too soft to fight, too good-natured to hunt for game—”


“How do you live?”


“Plants. Vegetables. We can eat almost anything. We're very catholic. Tolerant, eclectic, catholic. We live and let live. That's how we've gotten along.”


The wub eyed the Captain.


“And that's why I so violently objected to this business about having me boiled. I could see the image in your mind—most of me in the frozen food locker, some of me in the kettle, a bit for your pet cat—”


“So you read minds?” the Captain said. “How interesting. Anything else? I mean, what else can you do along those lines?”


“A few odds and ends,” the wub said absently, staring around the room. “A nice apartment you have here, Captain. You keep it quite neat. I respect life-forms that are tidy. Some Martian birds are quite tidy. They throw things out of their nests and sweep them—”


“Indeed.” The Captain nodded. “But to get back to the problem—”


“Quite so. You spoke of dining on me. The taste, I am told, is good. A little fatty, but tender. But how can any lasting contact be established between your people and mine if you resort to such barbaric attitudes? Eat me? Rather you should discuss questions with me, philosophy, the arts—”


The Captain stood up. “Philosophy. It might interest you to know that we will be hard put to find something to eat for the next month. An unfortunate spoilage—”


“I know.” The wub nodded. “But wouldn't it be more in accord with your principles of democracy if we all drew straws, or something along that line? After all, democracy is to protect the minority from just such infringements. Now, if each of us casts one vote—”


The Captain walked to the door.


“Nuts to you,” he said. He opened the door. He opened his mouth.


He stood frozen, his mouth wide, his eyes staring, his fingers still on the knob.


The wub watched him. Presently it padded out of the room, edging past the Captain. It went down the hall, deep in meditation.





The room was quiet.


“So you see,” the wub said, “we have a common myth. Your mind contains many familiar myth symbols. Ishtar, Odysseus—”


Peterson sat silently, staring at the floor. He shifted in his chair.


“Go on,” he said. “Please go on.”


“I find in your Odysseus a figure common to the mythology of most self-conscious races. As I interpret it, Odysseus wanders as an individual, aware of himself as such. This is the idea of separation, of separation from family and country. The process of individuation.”


“But Odysseus returns to his home.” Peterson looked out the port window, at the stars, endless stars, burning intently in the empty universe. “Finally he goes home.”


“As must all creatures. The moment of separation is a temporary period, a brief journey of the soul. It begins, it ends. The wanderer returns to land and race....”


The door opened. The wub stopped, turning its great head.


Captain Franco came into the room, the men behind him. They hesitated at the door.


“Are you all right?” French said.


“Do you mean me?” Peterson said, surprised. “Why me?”


Franco lowered his gun. “Come over here,” he said to Peterson. “Get up and come here.”


There was silence.


“Go ahead,” the wub said. “It doesn't matter.”


Peterson stood up. “What for?”


“It's an order.”


Peterson walked to the door. French caught his arm.


“What's going on?” Peterson wrenched loose. “What's the matter with you?”


Captain Franco moved toward the wub. The wub looked up from where it lay in the corner, pressed against the wall.


“It is interesting,” the wub said, “that you are obsessed with the idea of eating me. I wonder why.”


“Get up,” Franco said.


“If you wish.” The wub rose, grunting. “Be patient. It is difficult for me.” It stood, gasping, its tongue lolling foolishly.


“Shoot it now,” French said.


“For God's sake!” Peterson exclaimed. Jones turned to him quickly, his eyes gray with fear.


“You didn't see him—like a statue, standing there, his mouth open. If we hadn't come down, he'd still be there.”


“Who? The Captain?” Peterson stared around. “But he's all right now.”


They looked at the wub, standing in the middle of the room, its great chest rising and falling.


“Come on,” Franco said. “Out of the way.”


The men pulled aside toward the door.


“You are quite afraid, aren't you?” the wub said. “Have I done anything to you? I am against the idea of hurting. All I have done is try to protect myself. Can you expect me to rush eagerly to my death? I am a sensible being like yourselves. I was curious to see your ship, learn about you. I suggested to the native—”


The gun jerked.


“See,” Franco said. “I thought so.”


The wub settled down, panting. It put its paw out, pulling its tail around it.


“It is very warm,” the wub said. “I understand that we are close to the jets. Atomic power. You have done many wonderful things with it—technically. Apparently, your scientific hierarchy is not equipped to solve moral, ethical—”


Franco turned to the men, crowding behind him, wide-eyed, silent.


“I'll do it. You can watch.”


French nodded. “Try to hit the brain. It's no good for eating. Don't hit the chest. If the rib cage shatters, we'll have to pick bones out.”


“Listen,” Peterson said, licking his lips. “Has it done anything? What harm has it done? I'm asking you. And anyhow, it's still mine. You have no right to shoot it. It doesn't belong to you.”


Franco raised his gun.


“I'm going out,” Jones said, his face white and sick. “I don't want to see it.”


“Me, too,” French said. The men straggled out, murmuring. Peterson lingered at the door.


“It was talking to me about myths,” he said. “It wouldn't hurt anyone.”


He went outside.


Franco walked toward the wub. The wub looked up slowly. It swallowed.


“A very foolish thing,” it said. “I am sorry that you want to do it. There was a parable that your Saviour related—”


It stopped, staring at the gun.


“Can you look me in the eye and do it?” the wub said. “Can you do that?”


The Captain gazed down. “I can look you in the eye,” he said. “Back on the farm we had hogs, dirty razor-back hogs. I can do it.”


Staring down at the wub, into the gleaming, moist eyes, he pressed the trigger.





The taste was excellent.


They sat glumly around the table, some of them hardly eating at all. The only one who seemed to be enjoying himself was Captain Franco.


“More?” he said, looking around. “More? And some wine, perhaps.”


“Not me,” French said. “I think I'll go back to the chart room.”


“Me, too.” Jones stood up, pushing his chair back. “I'll see you later.”


The Captain watched them go. Some of the others excused themselves.


“What do you suppose the matter is?” the Captain said. He turned to Peterson. Peterson sat staring down at his plate, at the potatoes, the green peas, and at the thick slab of tender, warm meat.


He opened his mouth. No sound came.


The Captain put his hand on Peterson's shoulder.


“It is only organic matter, now,” he said. “The life essence is gone.” He ate, spooning up the gravy with some bread. “I, myself, love to eat. It is one of the greatest things that a living creature can enjoy. Eating, resting, meditation, discussing things.”


Peterson nodded. Two more men got up and went out. The Captain drank some water and sighed.


“Well,” he said. “I must say that this was a very enjoyable meal. All the reports I had heard were quite true—the taste of wub. Very fine. But I was prevented from enjoying this pleasure in times past.”


He dabbed at his lips with his napkin and leaned back in his chair. Peterson stared dejectedly at the table.


The Captain watched him intently. He leaned over.


“Come, come,” he said. “Cheer up! Let's discuss things.”


He smiled.


“As I was saying before I was interrupted, the role of Odysseus in the myths—”


Peterson jerked up, staring.


“To go on,” the Captain said. “Odysseus, as I understand him—”


#PKDick



In the Walls of Eryx (1936) – H. P. Lovecraft
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Before I try to rest I will set down these notes in preparation for the report I must make. What I have found is so singular, and so contrary to all past experience and expectations, that it deserves a very careful description.

I reached the main landing on Venus, March 18, terrestrial time; VI, 9 of the planet's calendar. Being put in the main group under Miller, I received my equipment—watch tuned to Venus's slightly quicker rotation—and went through the usual mask drill. After two days I was pronounced fit for duty.


Leaving the Crystal Company's post at Terra Nova around dawn, VI, 12, I followed the southerly route which Anderson had mapped out from the air. The going was bad, for these jungles are always half impassable after a rain. It must be the moisture that gives the tangled vines and creepers that leathery toughness; a toughness so great that a knife has to work ten minutes on some of them. By noon it was dryer—the vegetation getting soft and rubbery so that my knife went through it easily—but even then I could not make much speed. These Carter oxygen masks are too heavy—just carrying one half wears an ordinary man out. A Dubois mask with sponge-reservoir instead of tubes would give just as good air at half the weight.


The crystal-detector seemed to function well, pointing steadily in a direction verifying Anderson's report. It is curious how that principle of affinity works—without any of the fakery of the old 'divining rods' back home. There must be a great deposit of crystals within a thousand miles, though I suppose those damnable man-lizards always watch and guard it. Possibly they think we are just as foolish for coming to Venus to hunt the stuff as we think they are for grovelling in the mud whenever they see a piece of it, or for keeping that great mass on a pedestal in their temple. I wish they'd get a new religion, for they have no use for the crystals except to pray to. Barring theology, they would let us take all we want—and even if they learned to tap them for power there'd be more than enough for their planet and the earth besides. I for one am tired of passing up the main deposits and merely seeking separate crystals out of jungle river-beds. Sometime I'll urge the wiping out of these scaly beggars by a good stiff army from home. About twenty ships could bring enough troops across to turn the trick. One can't call the damned things men for all their 'cities' and towers. They haven't any skill except building—and using swords and poison darts—and I don't believe their so-called 'cities' mean much more than ant-hills or beaver-dams. I doubt if they even have a real language—all the talk about psychological communication through those tentacles down their chests strikes me as bunk. What misleads people is their upright posture; just an accidental physical resemblance to terrestrial man.


I'd like to go through a Venus jungle for once without having to watch out for skulking groups of them or dodge their cursed darts. They may have been all right before we began to take the crystals, but they're certainly a bad enough nuisance now—with their dart-shooting and their cutting of our water pipes. More and more I come to believe that they have a special sense like our crystal-detectors. No one ever knew them to bother a man—apart from long-distance sniping—who didn't have crystals on him.

Around 1 P.M. a dart nearly took my helmet off, and I thought for a second one of my oxygen tubes was punctured. The sly devils hadn't made a sound, but three of them were closing in on me. I got them all by sweeping in a circle with my flame pistol, for even though their colour blended with the jungle, I could spot the moving creepers. One of them was fully eight feet tall, with a snout like a tapir's. The other two were average seven-footers. All that makes them hold their own is sheer numbers—even a single regiment of flame throwers could raise hell with them. It is curious, though, how they've come to be dominant on the planet. Not another living thing higher than the wriggling akmans and skorahs, or the flying tukahs of the other continent—unless of course those holes in the Dionaean Plateau hide something.


About two o'clock my detector veered westward, indicating isolated crystals ahead on the right. This checked up with Anderson, and I turned my course accordingly. It was harder going—not only because the ground was rising, but because the animal life and carnivorous plants were thicker. I was always slashing ugrats and stepping on skorahs, and my leather suit was all speckled from the bursting darohs which struck it from all sides. The sunlight was all the worse because of the mist, and did not seem to dry up the mud in the least. Every time I stepped my feet sank down five or six inches, and there was a sucking sort of blup every time I pulled them out. I wish somebody would invent a safe kind of suiting other than leather for this climate. Cloth of course would rot; but some thin metallic tissue that couldn't tear—like the surface of this revolving decay-proof record scroll—ought to be feasible sometime.


I ate about 3:30—if slipping these wretched food tablets through my mask can be called eating. Soon after that I noticed a decided change in the landscape—the bright, poisonous-looking flowers shifting in colour and getting wraith-like. The outlines of everything shimmered rhythmically, and bright points of light appeared and danced in the same slow, steady tempo. After that the temperature seemed to fluctuate in unison with a peculiar rhythmic drumming.


The whole universe seemed to be throbbing in deep, regular pulsations that filled every corner of space and flowed through my body and mind alike. I lost all sense of equilibrium and staggered dizzily, nor did it change things in the least when I shut my eyes and covered my ears with my hands. However, my mind was still clear, and in a very few minutes I realized what had happened.


I had encountered at last one of those curious mirage-plants about which so many of our men told stories. Anderson had warned me of them, and described their appearance very closely—the shaggy stalk, the spiky leaves, and the mottled blossoms whose gaseous, dream-breeding exhalations penetrate every existing make of mask.


Recalling what happened to Bailey three years ago, I fell into a momentary panic, and began to dash and stagger about in the crazy, chaotic world which the plant's exhalations had woven around me. Then good sense came back, and I realized all I need do was retreat from the dangerous blossoms—heading away from the source of the pulsations, and cutting a path blindly—regardless of what might seem to swirl around me—until safely out of the plant's effective radius.


Although everything was spinning perilously, I tried to start in the right direction and hack my way ahead. My route must have been far from straight, for it seemed hours before I was free of the mirage-plant's pervasive influence. Gradually the dancing lights began to disappear, and the shimmering spectral scenery began to assume the aspect of solidity. When I did get wholly clear I looked at my watch and was astonished to find that the time was only 4:20. Though eternities had seemed to pass, the whole experience could have consumed little more than a half-hour.


Every delay, however, was irksome, and I had lost ground in my retreat from the plant. I now pushed ahead in the uphill direction indicated by the crystal-detector, bending every energy toward making better time. The jungle was still thick, though there was less animal life. Once a carnivorous blossom engulfed my right foot and held it so tightly that I had to hack it free with my knife; reducing the flower to strips before it let go.


In less than an hour I saw that the jungle growths were thinning out, and by five o'clock—after passing through a belt of tree-ferns with very little underbrush—I emerged on a broad mossy plateau. My progress now became rapid, and I saw by the wavering of my detector-needle that I was getting relatively close to the crystal I sought. This was odd, for most of the scattered, egg-like spheroids occurred in jungle streams of a sort not likely to be found on this treeless upland.


The terrain sloped upward, ending in a definite crest. I reached the top about 5:30 and saw ahead of me a very extensive plain with forests in the distance. This, without question, was the plateau mapped by Matsugawa from the air fifty years ago, and called on our maps 'Eryx' or the 'Erycinian Highland.' But what made my heart leap was a smaller detail, whose position could not have been far from the plain's exact centre. It was a single point of light, blazing through the mist and seeming to draw a piercing, concentrated luminescence from the yellowish, vapour-dulled sunbeams. This, without doubt, was the crystal I sought—a thing possibly no larger than a hen's egg, yet containing enough power to keep a city warm for a year. I could hardly wonder, as I glimpsed the distant glow, that those miserable man-lizards worship such crystals. And yet they have not the least notion of the powers they contain.


Breaking into a rapid run, I tried to reach the unexpected prize as soon as possible; and was annoyed when the firm moss gave place to a thin, singularly detestable mud studded with occasional patches of weeds and creepers. But I splashed on heedlessly—scarcely thinking to look around for any of the skulking man-lizards. In this open space I was not very likely to be waylaid. As I advanced, the light ahead seemed to grow in size and brilliancy, and I began to notice some peculiarity in its situation. Clearly, this was a crystal of the very finest quality, and my elation grew with every spattering step.


It is now that I must begin to be careful in making my report, since what I shall henceforward have to say involves unprecedented—though fortunately verifiable—matters. I was racing ahead with mounting eagerness, and had come within a hundred yards or so of the crystal—whose position on a sort of raised place in the omnipresent slime seemed very odd—when a sudden, overpowering force struck my chest and the knuckles of my clenched fists and knocked me over backward into the mud. The splash of my fall was terrific, nor did the softness of the ground and the presence of some slimy weeds and creepers save my head from a bewildering jarring. For a moment I lay supine, too utterly startled to think. Then I half mechanically stumbled to my feet and began to scrape the worst of the mud and scum from my leather suit.


Of what I had encountered I could not form the faintest idea. I had seen nothing which could have caused the shock, and I saw nothing now. Had I, after all, merely slipped in the mud? My sore knuckles and aching chest forbade me to think so. Or was this whole incident an illusion brought on by some hidden mirage-plant? It hardly seemed probable, since I had none of the usual symptoms, and since there was no place near by where so vivid and typical a growth could lurk unseen. Had I been on the earth, I would have suspected a barrier of N-force laid down by some government to mark a forbidden zone, but in this humanless region such a notion would have been absurd.


Finally pulling myself together, I decided to investigate in a cautious way. Holding my knife as far as possible ahead of me, so that it might be first to feel the strange force, I started once more for the shining crystal—preparing to advance step by step with the greatest deliberation. At the third step I was brought up short by the impact of the knife-point on an apparently solid surface—a solid surface where my eyes saw nothing.


After a moment's recoil I gained boldness. Extending my gloved left hands I verified the presence of invisible solid matter—or a tactile illusion of solid matter—ahead of me. Upon moving my hand I found that the barrier was of substantial extent, and of an almost glassy smoothness, with no evidence of the joining of separate blocks. Nerving myself for further experiments, I removed a glove and tested the thing with my bare hand. It was indeed hard and glassy, and of a curious coldness as contrasted with the air around. I strained my eyesight to the utmost in an effort to glimpse some trace of the obstructing substance, but could discern nothing whatsoever. There was not even any evidence of refractive power as judged by the aspect of the landscape ahead. Absence of reflective power was proved by the lack of a glowing image of the sun at any point.


Burning curiosity began to displace all other feelings, and I enlarged my investigations as best I could. Exploring with my hands, I found that the barrier extended from the ground to some level higher than I could reach, and that it stretched off indefinitely on both sides. It was, then, a wall of some kind—though all guesses as to its materials and its purpose were beyond me. Again I thought of the mirage-plant and the dreams it induced, but a moment's reasoning put this out of my head.


Knocking sharply on the barrier with the hilt of my knife, and kicking at it with my heavy boots, I tried to interpret the sounds thus made. There was something suggestive of cement or concrete in these reverberations, though my hands had found the surface more glassy or metallic in feel. Certainly, I was confronting something strange beyond all previous experience.


The next logical move was to get some idea of the wall's dimensions. The height problem would be hard, if not insoluble, but the length and shape problem could perhaps be sooner dealt with. Stretching out my arms and pressing close to the barrier, I began to edge gradually to the left—keeping very careful track of the way I faced. After several steps I concluded that the wall was not straight, but that I was following part of some vast circle or ellipse. And then my attention was distracted by something wholly different—something connected with the still-distant crystal which had formed the object of my quest.


I have said that even from a great distance the shining object's position seemed indefinably queer—on a slight mound rising from the slime. Now—at about a hundred yards—I could see plainly despite the engulfing mist just what that mound was. It was the body of a man in one of the Crystal Company's leather suits, lying on his back, and with his oxygen mask half buried in the mud a few inches away. In his right hand, crushed convulsively against his chest, was the crystal which had led me here—a spheroid of incredible size, so large that the dead fingers could scarcely close over it. Even at the given distance I could see that the body was a recent one. There was little visible decay, and I reflected that in this climate such a thing meant death not more than a day before. Soon the hateful farnoth-flies would begin to cluster about the corpse. I wondered who the man was. Surely no one I had seen on this trip. It must have been one of the old-timers absent on a long roving commission, who had come to this especial region independently of Anderson's survey. There he lay, past all trouble, and with the rays of the great crystal streaming out from between his stiffened fingers.


For fully five minutes I stood there staring in bewilderment and apprehension. A curious dread assailed me, and I had an unreasonable impulse to run away. It could not have been done by those slinking man-lizards, for he still held the crystal he had found. Was there any connexion with the invisible wall? Where had he found the crystal? Anderson's instrument had indicated one in this quarter well before this man could have perished. I now began to regard the unseen barrier as something sinister, and recoiled from it with a shudder. Yet I knew I must probe the mystery all the more quickly and thoroughly because of this recent tragedy.


Suddenly—wrenching my mind back to the problem I faced—I thought of a possible means of testing the wall's height, or at least of finding whether or not it extended indefinitely upward. Seizing a handful of mud, I let it drain until it gained some coherence and then flung it high in the air toward the utterly transparent barrier. At a height of perhaps fourteen feet it struck the invisible surface with a resounding splash, disintegrating at once and oozing downward in disappearing streams with surprising rapidity. Plainly, the wall was a lofty one. A second handful, hurled at an even sharper angle, hit the surface about eighteen feet from the ground and disappeared as quickly as the first.


I now summoned up all my strength and prepared to throw a third handful as high as I possibly could. Letting the mud drain, and squeezing it to maximum dryness, I flung it up so steeply that I feared it might not reach the obstructing surface at all. It did, however, and this time it crossed the barrier and fell in the mud beyond with a violent spattering. At last I had a rough idea of the height of the wall, for the crossing had evidently occurred some twenty or twenty-one feet aloft.


With a nineteen—or twenty-foot vertical wall of glassy flatness, ascent was clearly impossible. I must, then, continue to circle the barrier in the hope of finding a gate, an ending, or some sort of interruption. Did the obstacle form a complete round or other closed figure, or was it merely an arc or semi-circle? Acting on my decision, I resumed my slow leftward circling, moving my hands up and down over the unseen surface on the chance of finding some window or other small aperture. Before starting, I tried to mark my position by kicking a hole in the mud, but found the slime too thin to hold any impression. I did, though, gauge the place approximately by noting a tall cycad in the distant forest which seemed just on a line with the gleaming crystal a hundred yards away. If no gate or break existed I could now tell when I had completely circumnavigated the wall.


I had not progressed far before I decided that the curvature indicated a circular enclosure of about a hundred yards' diameter—provided the outline was regular. This would mean that the dead man lay near the wall at a point almost opposite the region where I had started. Was he just inside or just outside the enclosure? This I would soon ascertain.


As I slowly rounded the barrier without finding any gate, window, or other break, I decided that the body was lying within. On closer view the features of the dead man seemed vaguely disturbing. I found something alarming in his expression, and in the way the glassy eyes stared. By the time I was very near I believed I recognized him as Dwight, a veteran whom I had never known, but who was pointed out to me at the post last year. The crystal he clutched was certainly a prize—the largest single specimen I had ever seen.


I was so near the body that I could—but for the barrier—have touched it, when my exploring left hand encountered a corner in the unseen surface. In a second I had learned that there was an opening about three feet wide, extending from the ground to a height greater than I could reach. There was no door, nor any evidence of hingemarks bespeaking a former door. Without a moment's hesitation I stepped through and advanced two paces to the prostrate body—which lay at right angles to the hallway I had entered, in what seemed to be an intersecting doorless corridor. It gave me a fresh curiosity to find that the interior of this vast enclosure was divided by partitions.


Bending to examine the corpse, I discovered that it bore no wounds. This scarcely surprised me, since the continued presence of the crystal argued against the pseudo-reptilian natives. Looking about for some possible cause of death, my eyes lit upon the oxygen mask lying close to the body's feet. Here, indeed, was something significant. Without this device no human being could breathe the air of Venus for more than thirty seconds, and Dwight—if it were he—had obviously lost his. Probably it had been carelessly buckled, so that the weight of the tubes worked the straps loose—a thing which could not happen with a Dubois sponge-reservoir mask. The half-minute of grace had been too short to allow the man to stoop and recover his protection—or else the cyanogen content of the atmosphere was abnormally high at the time. Probably he had been busy admiring the crystal—wherever he may have found it. He had, apparently, just taken it from the pouch in his suit, for the flap was unbuttoned.


I now proceeded to extricate the huge crystal from the dead prospector's fingers—a task which the body's stiffness made very difficult. The spheroid was larger than a man's fist, and glowed as if alive in the reddish rays of the weltering sun. As I touched the gleaming surface I shuddered involuntarily—as if by taking this precious object I had transferred to myself the doom which had overtaken its earlier bearer. However, my qualms soon passed, and I carefully buttoned the crystal into the pouch of my leather suit. Superstition has never been one of my failings.


Placing the man's helmet over his dead, staring face, I straightened up and stepped back through the unseen doorway to the entrance hall of the great enclosure. All my curiosity about the strange edifice now returned, and I racked my brains with speculations regarding its material, origin, and purpose. That the hands of men had reared it I could not for a moment believe. Our ships first reached Venus only seventy-two years ago, and the only human beings on the planet have been those at Terra Nova. Nor does human knowledge include any perfectly transparent, non-refractive solid such as the substance of this building. Prehistoric human invasions of Venus can be pretty well ruled out, so that one must turn to the idea of native construction. Did a forgotten race of highly-evolved beings precede the man-lizards as masters of Venus? Despite their elaborately-built cities, it seemed hard to credit the pseudo-reptiles with anything of this kind. There must have been another race aeons ago, of which this is perhaps the last relique. Or will other ruins of kindred origin be found by future expeditions? The purpose of such a structure passes all conjecture—but its strange and seemingly non-practical material suggests a religious use.


Realizing my inability to solve these problems, I decided that all I could do was to explore the invisible structure itself. That various rooms and corridors extended over the seemingly unbroken plain of mud I felt convinced; and I believed that a knowledge of their plan might lead to something significant. So, feeling my way back through the doorway and edging past the body, I began to advance along the corridor toward those interior regions whence the dead man had presumably come. Later on I would investigate the hallway I had left.


Groping like a blind man despite the misty sunlight, I moved slowly onward. Soon the corridor turned sharply and began to spiral in toward the centre in ever-diminishing curves. Now and then my touch would reveal a doorless intersecting passage, and I several times encountered junctions with two, three, and four diverging avenues. In these latter cases I always followed the inmost route, which seemed to form a continuation of the one I had been traversing. There would be plenty of time to examine the branches after I had reached and returned from the main regions. I can scarcely describe the strangeness of the experience—threading the unseen ways of an invisible structure reared by forgotten hands on an alien planet!


At last, still stumbling and groping, I felt the corridor end in a sizeable open space. Fumbling about, I found I was in a circular chamber about ten feet across; and from the position of the dead man against certain distant forest landmarks I judged that this chamber lay at or near the centre of the edifice. Out of it opened five corridors besides the one through which I had entered, but I kept the latter in mind by sighting very carefully past the body to a particular tree on the horizon as I stood just within the entrance.


There was nothing in this room to distinguish it—merely the floor of thin mud which was everywhere present. Wondering whether this part of the building had any roof, I repeated my experiment with an upward-flung handful of mud, and found at once that no covering existed. If there had ever been one, it must have fallen long ago, for not a trace of debris or scattered blocks ever halted my feet. As I reflected, it struck me as distinctly odd that this apparently primordial structure should be so devoid of tumbling masonry, gaps in the walls, and other common attributes of dilapidation.


What was it? What had it ever been? Of what was it made? Why was there no evidence of separate blocks in the glassy, bafflingly homogenous walls? Why were there no traces of doors, either interior or exterior? I knew only that I was in a round, roofless, doorless edifice of some hard, smooth, perfectly transparent, non-refractive and non-reflective material, a hundred yards in diameter, with many corridors, and with a small circular room at the centre. More than this I could never learn from a direct investigation.


I now observed that the sun was sinking very low in the west—a golden-ruddy disc floating in a pool of scarlet and orange above the mist-clouded trees of the horizon. Plainly, I would have to hurry if I expected to choose a sleeping-spot on dry ground before dark. I had long before decided to camp for the night on the firm, mossy rim of the plateau near the crest whence I had first spied the shining crystal, trusting to my usual luck to save me from an attack by the man-lizards. It has always been my contention that we ought to travel in parties of two or more, so that someone can be on guard during sleeping hours, but the really small number of night attacks makes the Company careless about such things. Those scaly wretches seem to have difficulty in seeing at night, even with curious glow torches.


Having picked out again the hallway through which I had come, I started to return to the structure's entrance. Additional exploration could wait for another day. Groping a course as best I could through the spiral corridors—with only general sense, memory, and a vague recognition of some of the ill-defined weed patches on the plain as guides—I soon found myself once more in close proximity to the corpse. There were now one or two farnoth flies swooping over the helmet-covered face, and I knew that decay was setting in. With a futile instinctive loathing I raised my hand to brush away his vanguard of the scavengers—when a strange and astonishing thing became manifest. An invisible wall, checking the sweep of my arm, told me that—notwithstanding my careful retracing of the way—I had not indeed returned to the corridor in which the body lay. Instead, I was in a parallel hallway, having no doubt taken some wrong turn or fork among the intricate passages behind.


Hoping to find a doorway to the exit hall ahead, I continued my advance, but presently came to a blank wall. I would, then, have to return to the central chamber and steer my course anew. Exactly where I had made my mistake I could not tell. I glanced at the ground to see if by any miracle guiding footprints had remained, but at once realized that the thin mud held impressions only for a very few moments. There was little difficulty in finding my way to the centre again, and once there I carefully reflected on the proper outward course. I had kept too far to the right before. This time I must take a more leftward fork somewhere—just where, I could decide as I went.


As I groped ahead a second time I felt quite confident of my correctness, and diverged to the left at a junction I was sure I remembered. The spiralling continued, and I was careful not to stray into any intersecting passages. Soon, however, I saw to my disgust that I was passing the body at a considerable distance; this passage evidently reached the outer wall at a point much beyond it. In the hope that another exit might exist in the half of the wall I had not yet explored, I pressed forward for several paces, but eventually came once more to a solid barrier. Clearly, the plan of the building was even more complicated than I had thought.


I now debated whether to return to the centre again or whether to try some of the lateral corridors extending toward the body. If I chose this second alternative, I would run the risk of breaking my mental pattern of where I was; hence I had better not attempt it unless I could think of some way of leaving a visible trail behind me. Just how to leave a trail would be quite a problem, and I ransacked my mind for a solution. There seemed to be nothing about my person which could leave a mark on anything, nor any material which I could scatter—or minutely subdivide and scatter.


My pen had no effect on the invisible wall, and I could not lay a trail of my precious food tablets. Even had I been willing to spare the latter, there would not have been even nearly enough—besides which the small pellets would have instantly sunk from sight in the thin mud. I searched my pockets for an old-fashioned note-book—often used unofficially on Venus despite the quick rotting-rate of paper in the planet's atmosphere—whose pages I could tear up and scatter, but could find none. It was obviously impossible to tear the tough, thin metal of this revolving decay-proof record scroll, nor did my clothing offer any possibilities. In Venus's peculiar atmosphere I could not safely spare my stout leather suit, and underwear had been eliminated because of the climate.


I tried to smear mud on the smooth, invisible walls after squeezing it as dry as possible, but found that it slipped from sight as quickly as did the height-testing handfuls I had previously thrown. Finally I drew out my knife and attempted to scratch a line on the glassy, phantom surface—something I could recognize with my hand, even though I would not have the advantage of seeing it from afar. It was useless, however, for the blade made not the slightest impression on the baffling, unknown material.


Frustrated in all attempts to blaze a trail, I again sought the round central chamber through memory. It seemed easier to act back to this room than to steer a definite, predetermined course away from it, and I had little difficulty in finding it anew. This time I listed on my record scroll every turn I made—drawing a crude hypothetical diagram of my route, and marking all diverging corridors. It was, of course, maddeningly slow work when everything had to be determined by touch, and the possibilities of error were infinite; but I believed it would pay in the long run.


The long twilight of Venus was thick when I reached the central room, but I still had hopes of gaining the outside before dark. Comparing my fresh diagram with previous recollections, I believed I had located my original mistake, so once more set out confidently along the invisible hall-ways. I veered further to the left than during my previous attempts, and tried to keep track of my turnings on the records scroll in case I was still mistaken. In the gathering dusk I could see the dim line of the corpse, now the centre of a loathsome cloud of farnoth-flies. Before long, no doubt, the mud-dwelling sificlighs would be oozing in from the plain to complete the ghastly work. Approaching the body with some reluctance I was preparing to step past it when a sudden collision with a wall told me I was again astray.


I now realized plainly that I was lost. The complications of this building were too much for offhand solution, and I would probably have to do some careful checking before I could hope to emerge. Still, I was eager to get to dry ground before total darkness set in; hence I returned once more to the centre and began a rather aimless series of trials and errors—making notes by the light of my electric lamp. When I used this device I noticed with interest that it produced no reflection—not even the faintest glistening—in the transparent walls around me. I was, however, prepared for this; since the sun had at no time formed a gleaming image in the strange material.


I was still groping about when the dusk became total. A heavy mist obscured most of the stars and planets, but the earth was plainly visible as a glowing, bluish-green point in the southeast. It was just past opposition, and would have been a glorious sight in a telescope. I could even make out the moon beside it whenever the vapours momentarily thinned. It was now impossible to see the corpse—my only landmark—so I blundered back to the central chamber after a few false turns. After all, I would have to give up hope of sleeping on dry ground. Nothing could be done till daylight, and I might as well make the best of it here. Lying down in the mud would not be pleasant, but in my leather suit it could be done. On former expeditions I had slept under even worse conditions, and now sheer exhaustion would help to conquer repugnance.


So here I am, squatting in the slime of the central room and making these notes on my record scroll by the light of the electric lamp. There is something almost humorous in my strange, unprecedented plight. Lost in a building without doors—a building which I cannot see! I shall doubtless get out early in the morning, and ought to be back at Terra Nova with the crystal by late afternoon. It certainly is a beauty—with surprising lustre even in the feeble light of this lamp. I have just had it out examining it. Despite my fatigue, sleep is slow in coming, so I find myself writing at great length. I must stop now. Not much danger of being bothered by those cursed natives in this place. The thing I like least is the corpse—but fortunately my oxygen mask saves me from the worst effects. I am using the chlorate cubes very sparingly. Will take a couple of food tablets now and turn in. More later.
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It's well established now that the way you put a question often determines not only the answer you'll get, but the type of answer possible. So... a mechanical answerer, geared to produce the ultimate revelations in reference to anything you want to know, might have unsuspected limitations.

Answerer was built to last as long as was necessary – which was quite long, as some races judge time, and not long at all, according to others. But to Answerer, it was just long enough.



As to size, Answerer was large to some and small to others. He could
be viewed as complex, although some believed that he was really very simple.


Answerer knew that he was as he should be. Above and beyond all else, he was The Answerer. He Knew.


Of the race that built him, the less said the better. They also Knew, and never said whether they found the knowledge pleasant.


They built Answerer as a service to less-sophisticated races, and departed in a unique manner. Where they went only Answerer knows.


Because Answerer knows everything.


Upon his planet, circling his sun, Answerer sat. Duration continued,long, as some judge duration, short as others judge it. But as it should be, to Answerer.


Within him were the Answers. He knew the nature of things, and why things are as they are, and what they are, and what it all means.


Answerer could answer anything, provided it was a legitimate question. And he wanted to! He was eager to!


How else should an Answerer be?


What else should an Answerer do?


So he waited for creatures to come and ask.





“How do you feel, sir?” Morran asked, floating gently over to the old man.


“Better,” Lingman said, trying to smile. No-weight was a vast relief. Even though Morran had expended an enormous amount of fuel, getting into space under minimum acceleration, Lingman's feeble heart hadn't liked it. Lingman's heart had balked and sulked, pounded angrily against the brittle rib-case, hesitated and sped up. It seemed for a time as though Lingman's heart was going to stop, out of sheer pique.


But no-weight was a vast relief, and the feeble heart was going again.


Morran had no such problems. His strong body was built for strain and stress. He wouldn't experience them on this trip, not if he expected old Lingman to live.


“I'm going to live,” Lingman muttered, in answer to the unspoken question. “Long enough to find out.” Morran touched the controls, and the ship slipped into sub-space like an eel into oil.


“We'll find out,” Morran murmured. He helped the old man unstrap himself. “We're going to find the Answerer!”


Lingman nodded at his young partner. They had been reassuring themselves for years. Originally it had been Lingman's project. Then Morran, graduating from Cal Tech, had joined him. Together they had traced the rumors across the solar system. The legends of an ancient humanoid race who had known the answer to all things, and who had built Answerer and departed.


“Think of it,” Morran said. “The answer to everything!” A physicist, Morran had many questions to ask Answerer. The expanding universe; the binding force of atomic nuclei; novae and supernovae; planetary formation; red shift, relativity and a thousand others.


“Yes,” Lingman said. He pulled himself to the vision plate and looked out on the bleak prairie of the illusory sub-space. He was a biologist and an old man. He had two questions.


What is life?


What is death?





After a particularly long period of hunting purple, Lek and his friends gathered to talk. Purple always ran thin in the neighborhood of multiple-cluster stars – why, no one knew – so talk was definitely in order.


“Do you know,” Lek said, “I think I'll hunt up this Answerer.” Lek spoke the Ollgrat language now, the language of imminent decision.


“Why?” Ilm asked him, in the Hvest tongue of light banter. “Why do you want to know things? Isn't the job of gathering purple enough for you?”


“No,” Lek said, still speaking the language of imminent decision. “It is not.” The great job of Lek and his kind was the gathering of purple. They found purple imbedded in many parts of the fabric ofspace, minute quantities of it. Slowly, they were building a huge mound of it. What the mound was for, no one knew.


“I suppose you'll ask him what purple is?” Ilm asked, pushing a star out of his way and lying down.


“I will,” Lek said. “We have continued in ignorance too long. We must know the true nature of purple, and its meaning in the scheme of things. We must know why it governs our lives.” For this speech Lek switched to Ilgret, the language of incipient-knowledge.


Ilm and the others didn't try to argue, even in the tongue of arguments. They knew that the knowledge was important. Ever since the dawn of time, Lek, Ilm and the others had gathered purple. Now it was time to know the ultimate answers to the universe – what purple was, and what the mound was for.


And of course, there was the Answerer to tell them. Everyone had heard of the Answerer, built by a race not unlike themselves, now long departed.


“Will you ask him anything else?” Ilm asked Lek.


“I don't know,” Lek said. “Perhaps I'll ask about the stars. There's really nothing else important.” Since Lek and his brothers had lived since the dawn of time, they didn't consider death. And since their numbers were always the same, they didn't consider the question of life.


But purple? And the mound?


“I go!” Lek shouted, in the vernacular of decision-to-fact.


“Good fortune!” his brothers shouted back, in the jargon of greatest-friendship.


Lek strode off, leaping from star to star.





Alone on his little planet, Answerer sat, waiting for the Questioners.
Occasionally he mumbled the answers to himself. This was his
privilege. He Knew.


But he waited, and the time was neither too long nor too short, for
any of the creatures of space to come and ask.





There were eighteen of them, gathered in one place.


“I invoke the rule of eighteen,” cried one. And another appeared, who had never before been, born by the rule of eighteen.


“We must go to the Answerer,” one cried. “Our lives are governed by the rule of eighteen. Where there are eighteen, there will be nineteen. Why is this so?”


No one could answer.


“Where am I?” asked the newborn nineteenth. One took him aside for instruction.


That left seventeen. A stable number.


“And we must find out,” cried another, “Why all places are different, although there is no distance.”


That was the problem. One is here. Then one is there. Just like that, no movement, no reason. And yet, without moving, one is in another place.


“The stars are cold,” one cried.


“Why?”


“We must go to the Answerer.”


For they had heard the legends, knew the tales. “Once there was a
race, a good deal like us, and they Knew – and they told Answerer. Then they departed to where there is no place, but much distance.”


“How do we get there?” the newborn nineteenth cried, filled now with knowledge.


“We go.” And eighteen of them vanished. One was left. Moodily he stared at the tremendous spread of an icy star, then he too vanished.





“Those old legends are true,” Morran gasped. “There it is.”


They had come out of sub-space at the place the legends told of, and before them was a star unlike any other star. Morran invented a classification for it, but it didn't matter. There was no other like it.


Swinging around the star was a planet, and this too was unlike any other planet. Morran invented reasons, but they didn't matter. This planet was the only one.


“Strap yourself in, sir,” Morran said. “I'll land as gently as I can.”





Lek came to Answerer, striding swiftly from star to star. He lifted Answerer in his hand and looked at him.


“So you are Answerer,” he said.


“Yes,” Answerer said.


“Then tell me,” Lek said, settling himself comfortably in a gap between the stars, “Tell me what I am.”


“A partiality,” Answerer said. “An indication.”


“Come now,” Lek muttered, his pride hurt. “You can do better than that. Now then. The purpose of my kind is to gather purple, and to
build a mound of it. Can you tell me the real meaning of this?”


“Your question is without meaning,” Answerer said. He knew what purple actually was, and what the mound was for. But the explanation was concealed in a greater explanation. Without this, Lek's question was inexplicable, and Lek had failed to ask the real question.


Lek asked other questions, and Answerer was unable to answer them. Lek viewed things through his specialized eyes, extracted a part of the truth and refused to see more. How to tell a blind man the sensation of green?


Answerer didn't try. He wasn't supposed to.


Finally, Lek emitted a scornful laugh. One of his little stepping-stones flared at the sound, then faded back to its usual intensity.


Lek departed, striding swiftly across the stars.





Answerer knew. But he had to be asked the proper questions first. He pondered this limitation, gazing at the stars which were neither large nor small, but exactly the right size.


The proper questions. The race which built Answerer should have taken that into account, Answerer thought. They should have made some allowance for semantic nonsense, allowed him to attempt an unravelling.


Answerer contented himself with muttering the answers to himself.





Eighteen creatures came to Answerer, neither walking nor flying, but simply appearing. Shivering in the cold glare of the stars, they gazed up at the massiveness of Answerer.


“If there is no distance,” one asked, “Then how can things be in other places?”


Answerer knew what distance was, and what places were. But he couldn't answer the question. There was distance, but not as these creatures saw it. And there were places, but in a different fashion from that which the creatures expected.


“Rephrase the question,” Answerer said hopefully.


“Why are we short here,” one asked, “And long over there? Why are we fat over there, and short here? Why are the stars cold?”


Answerer knew all things. He knew why stars were cold, but he couldn't explain it in terms of stars or coldness.


“Why,” another asked, “Is there a rule of eighteen? Why, when eighteen gather, is another produced?”


But of course the answer was part of another, greater question, which hadn't been asked.


Another was produced by the rule of eighteen, and the nineteen creatures vanished.


Answerer mumbled the right questions to himself, and answered them.


“We made it,” Morran said. “Well, well.” He patted Lingman on the shoulder – lightly, because Lingman might fall apart.


The old biologist was tired. His face was sunken, yellow, lined. Already the mark of the skull was showing in his prominent yellow teeth, his small, flat nose, his exposed cheekbones. The matrix was showing through.


“Let's get on,” Lingman said. He didn't want to waste any time. He didn't have any time to waste.


Helmeted, they walked along the little path.


“Not so fast,” Lingman murmured.


“Right,” Morran said. They walked together, along the dark path of the planet that was different from all other planets, soaring alone around a sun different from all other suns.


“Up here,” Morran said. The legends were explicit. A path, leading to stone steps. Stone steps to a courtyard. And then – the Answerer!


To them, Answerer looked like a white screen set in a wall. To their eyes, Answerer was very simple.


Lingman clasped his shaking hands together. This was the culmination of a lifetime's work, financing, arguing, ferreting bits of legend, ending here, now.


“Remember,” he said to Morran, “We will be shocked. The truth will be like nothing we have imagined.”


“I'm ready,” Morran said, his eyes rapturous.


“Very well. Answerer,” Lingman said, in his thin little voice, “What
is life?”


A voice spoke in their heads. “The question has no meaning. By 'life,' the Questioner is referring to a partial phenomenon, inexplicable except in terms of its whole.”


“Of what is life a part?” Lingman asked.


“This question, in its present form, admits of no answer. Questioner is still considering 'life,' from his personal, limited bias.”


“Answer it in your own terms, then,” Morran said.


“The Answerer can only answer questions.” Answerer thought again of the sad limitation imposed by his builders.


Silence.


“Is the universe expanding?” Morran asked confidently.


”'Expansion' is a term inapplicable to the situation. Universe, as the Questioner views it, is an illusory concept.”


“Can you tell us anything?” Morran asked.


“I can answer any valid question concerning the nature of things.”





The two men looked at each other.


“I think I know what he means,” Lingman said sadly. “Our basic assumptions are wrong. All of them.”


“They can't be,” Morran said. “Physics, biology—”


“Partial truths,” Lingman said, with a great weariness in his voice. “At least we've determined that much. We've found out that our inferences concerning observed phenomena are wrong.”


“But the rule of the simplest hypothesis—”


“It's only a theory,” Lingman said.


“But life—he certainly could answer what life is?”


“Look at it this way,” Lingman said. “Suppose you were to ask, 'Why was I born under the constellation Scorpio, in conjunction with Saturn?' I would be unable to answer your question in terms of the zodiac, because the zodiac has nothing to do with it.”


“I see,” Morran said slowly. “He can't answer questions in terms of our assumptions.”


“That seems to be the case. And he can't alter our assumptions. He is limited to valid questions – which imply, it would seem, a knowledge we just don't have.”


“We can't even ask a valid question?” Morran asked. “I don't believe that. We must know some basics.” He turned to Answerer. “What is death?”


“I cannot explain an anthropomorphism.”


“Death an anthropomorphism!” Morran said, and Lingman turned quickly.


“Now we're getting somewhere!”


“Are anthropomorphisms unreal?” he asked.


“Anthropomorphisms may be classified, tentatively, as, A, false truths, or B, partial truths in terms of a partial situation.”


“Which is applicable here?”


“Both.”


That was the closest they got. Morran was unable to draw any more from Answerer. For hours the two men tried, but truth was slipping farther and farther away.


“It's maddening,” Morran said, after a while. “This thing has the answer to the whole universe, and he can't tell us unless we ask the right question. But how are we supposed to know the right question?”


Lingman sat down on the ground, leaning against a stone wall. He
closed his eyes.


“Savages, that's what we are,” Morran said, pacing up and down in front of Answerer. “Imagine a bushman walking up to a physicist and asking him why he can't shoot his arrow into the sun. The scientist can explain it only in his own terms. What would happen?”


“The scientist wouldn't even attempt it,” Lingman said, in a dim voice; “he would know the limitations of the questioner.”


“It's fine,” Morran said angrily. “How do you explain the earth's rotation to a bushman? Or better, how do you explain relativity to him – maintaining scientific rigor in your explanation at all times, of course.”


Lingman, eyes closed, didn't answer.


“We're bushmen. But the gap is much greater here. Worm and super-man, perhaps. The worm desires to know the nature of dirt, and why there's so much of it. Oh, well.”


“Shall we go, sir?” Morran asked. Lingman's eyes remained closed. His taloned fingers were clenched, his cheeks sunk further in. The skull was emerging.


“Sir! Sir!”


And Answerer knew that that was not the answer.





Alone on his planet, which is neither large nor small, but exactly the right size, Answerer waits. He cannot help the people who come to him, for even Answerer has restrictions.


He can answer only valid questions.


Universe? Life? Death? Purple? Eighteen?


Partial truths, half-truths, little bits of the great question.


But Answerer, alone, mumbles the questions to himself, the truequestions, which no one can understand.


How could they understand the true answers?


The questions will never be asked, and Answerer remembers something his builders knew and forgot.


In order to ask a question you must already know most of the answer.


#sheckley
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What you did to your uncle’s grave was unforgivable.

Your mother blamed herself, as always. You didn’t know what you were doing, she said. I could accept that when you traded the shofar I gave you for that eMotiv headset, perhaps, or even when you befriended those young toughs with the shaved heads and the filthy mouths. I would never have forgiven the swastika on your game pod but you are my daughter’s son, not mine. Maybe it was only adolescent rebellion. How could you know, after all? How could any child really know, here in 2017? Genocide is far too monstrous a thing for history books and grainy old photographs to convey. You were not there; you could never understand.

We told ourselves you were a good boy at heart, that it was ancient history to you, abstract and unreal. Both of us doctors, familiar with the sad stereo type of the self-loathing Jew, we talked ourselves into treating you like some kind
of victim. And then the police brought you back from the cemetery and you looked at us with those dull, indifferent eyes, and I stopped making excuses. It wasn’t just your uncle’s grave. You were spitting on six million others, and you knew, and it meant nothing.


Your mother cried for hours. Hadn’t she shown you the old albums, the online archives, the family tree with so many branches hacked off mid-century? Hadn’t we both tried to tell you the stories? I tried to comfort her. An impossible task, I said, explaining Never Again to someone whose only knowledge of murder is the score he racks up playing Zombie Hunter all day …


And that was when I knew what to do.


I waited. A week, two, long enough to let you think I’d excused and forgiven as I always have. But I knew your weak spot. Nothing happens fast enough for you. These miraculous toys of yours — electrodes that read the emotions, take orders directly from the subconscious — they bore you now. You’ve seen the ads for Improved Reality™: sensation planted directly into the brain! Throw away the goggles and earphones and the gloves, throw away the keys! Feel the breezes of fantasy worlds against your skin, smell the smoke of battle, taste the blood of your toy monsters, so easily killed! Immerse all your senses in the slaughter!


You were tired of playing with cartoons, and the new model wouldn’t be out for so very long. You jumped at my third option. You know, your mother’s working on something like that. It’s medical, of course, but it works the same way. She might even have some sensory samplers loaded for testing purposes.


Maybe, if you promise not to tell, we could sneak you in …


Retired, yes, but I never gave up my privileges. Almost two decades since I closed my practice but I still spend time in your mother’s lab, lend a hand now and then. I still marvel at her passion to know how the mind works, how it keeps breaking. She got that from me. I got it from Treblinka, when I was only half your age. I, too, grew up driven to fix broken souls — but the psychiatrist’s tools were such blunt things back then. Scalpels to open flesh, words and drugs to open minds. Our techniques had all the precision of a drunkard stomping on the floor, trying to move glasses on the bar with the vibrations of his boot.


These machines your mother has, though! Transcranial superconductors,deep-focus microwave emitters, Szpindel resonators! Specific pathways targeted, rewritten, erased completely! Their very names sound like incantations!


I cannot use them as she can. I know only the basics. I can’t implant sights or sounds, can’t create actual memories.


Not declarative ones, anyway. But procedural memory? That I can do. The right frontal lobe, the hippocampus, basic fear and anxiety responses. The reptile is easily awakened. And you didn’t need the details. No need to remember my baby sister face-down like a pile of sticks in the mud. No need for the colour of the sky that day, as I stood frozen and fearful of some real monster’s notice should I go to her. You didn’t need the actual lesson.


The moral would do.


Afterwards you sat up, confused, then disappointed, then resentful. “That was nothing! It didn’t even work!” I needed no machines to see into your head then. Senile old fart, doesn’t know half as much as he thinks. And as one day went by, and another, I began to fear you were right.


But then came the retching sounds from behind the bathroom door. All those hours hidden away in your room, your game pod abandoned in the living room.
And then your mother came to me, eyes brimming with worry: never seen you like this, she said. Jumping at shadows. Not sleeping at night. This morning she found you throwing clothes into your backpack — they’re coming, they’re coming, we gotta run — and when she asked who they were, you couldn’t tell her. So here we are. You huddle in the corner, your eyes black begging holes that can’t stop moving, that see horrors in every shadow. Your fists bleed, nails gouging the palms. I remember, when I was your age. I cut myself to feel alive. Sometimes I still do. It never really stops.


Some day, your mother says, her machines will exorcise my demons. Doesn’t she understand what a terrible mistake that would be? Doesn’t history, once forgotten, repeat? Didn’t even the worst president in history admit that memories belong to everyone?


I say nothing to you. We know each other now, so much deeper than words. I have made you wise, grandson. I have shown you the world.


Now I will help you to live with it.


#Watts
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It was a joyous journey Anders set out on... to reach his goal ... but look where he wound up!





Anders lay on his bed, fully dressed except for his shoes and black bow tie, contemplating, with a certain uneasiness, the evening before him. In twenty minutes he would pick up Judy at her apartment, and that was the uneasy part of it.


He had realized, only seconds ago, that he was in love with her.


Well, he'd tell her. The evening would be memorable. He would propose, there would be kisses, and the seal of acceptance would, figuratively speaking, be stamped across his forehead.


Not too pleasant an outlook, he decided. It really would be much more comfortable not to be in love. What had done it? A look, a touch, a thought? It didn't take much, he knew, and stretched his arms for a thorough yawn.


“Help me!” a voice said.


His muscles spasmed, cutting off the yawn in mid-moment. He sat upright on the bed, then grinned and lay back again.


“You must help me!” the voice insisted.


Anders sat up, reached for a polished shoe and fitted it on, giving his full attention to the tying of the laces.


“Can you hear me?” the voice asked. “You can, can't you?”


That did it. “Yes, I can hear you,” Anders said, still in a high good humor. “Don't tell me you're my guilty subconscious, attacking me for a childhood trauma I never bothered to resolve. I suppose you want me to join a monastery.”


“I don't know what you're talking about,” the voice said. “I'm no one's subconscious. I'm me. Will you help me?”


Anders believed in voices as much as anyone; that is, he didn't believe in them at all, until he heard them. Swiftly he catalogued the possibilities. Schizophrenia was the best answer, of course, and one in which his colleagues would concur. But Anders had a lamentable confidence in his own sanity. In which case—


“Who are you?” he asked.


“I don't know,” the voice answered.


Anders realized that the voice was speaking within his own mind. Very suspicious.


“You don't know who you are,” Anders stated. “Very well. Where are you?”


“I don't know that, either.” The voice paused, and went on. “Look, I know how ridiculous this must sound. Believe me, I'm in some sort of limbo. I don't know how I got here or who I am, but I want desperately to get out. Will you help me?”





Still fighting the idea of a voice speaking within his head, Anders knew that his next decision was vital. He had to accept—or reject—his own sanity.


He accepted it.


“All right,” Anders said, lacing the other shoe. “I'll grant that you're a person in trouble, and that you're in some sort of telepathic contact with me. Is there anything else you can tell me?”


“I'm afraid not,” the voice said, with infinite sadness. “You'll have to find out for yourself.”


“Can you contact anyone else?”


“No.”


“Then how can you talk with me?”


“I don't know.”


Anders walked to his bureau mirror and adjusted his black bow tie, whistling softly under his breath. Having just discovered that he was in love, he wasn't going to let a little thing like a voice in his mind disturb him.


“I really don't see how I can be of any help,” Anders said, brushing a bit of lint from his jacket. “You don't know where you are, and there don't seem to be any distinguishing landmarks. How am I to find you?” He turned and looked around the room to see if he had forgotten anything.


“I'll know when you're close,” the voice said. “You were warm just then.”


“Just then?” All he had done was look around the room. He did so again, turning his head slowly. Then it happened.


The room, from one angle, looked different. It was suddenly a mixture of muddled colors, instead of the carefully blended pastel shades he had selected. The lines of wall, floor and ceiling were strangely off proportion, zigzag, unrelated.


Then everything went back to normal.


“You were very warm,” the voice said. “It's a question of seeing things correctly.”


Anders resisted the urge to scratch his head, for fear of disarranging his carefully combed hair. What he had seen wasn't so strange. Everyone sees one or two things in his life that make him doubt his normality, doubt sanity, doubt his very existence. For a moment the orderly Universe is disarranged and the fabric of belief is ripped.


But the moment passes.


Anders remembered once, as a boy, awakening in his room in the middle of the night. How strange everything had looked. Chairs, table, all out of proportion, swollen in the dark. The ceiling pressing down, as in a dream.


But that had also passed.


“Well, old man,” he said, “if I get warm again, let me know.”


“I will,” the voice in his head whispered. “I'm sure you'll find me.”


“I'm glad you're so sure,” Anders said gaily, switched off the lights and left.





Lovely and smiling, Judy greeted him at the door. Looking at her, Anders sensed her knowledge of the moment. Had she felt the change in him, or predicted it? Or was love making him grin like an idiot?


“Would you like a before-party drink?” she asked.


He nodded, and she led him across the room, to the improbable green-and-yellow couch. Sitting down, Anders decided he would tell her when she came back with the drink. No use in putting off the fatal moment. A lemming in love, he told himself.


“You're getting warm again,” the voice said.


He had almost forgotten his invisible friend. Or fiend, as the case could well be. What would Judy say if she knew he was hearing voices? Little things like that, he reminded himself, often break up the best of romances.


“Here,” she said, handing him a drink.


Still smiling, he noticed. The number two smile—to a prospective suitor, provocative and understanding. It had been preceded, in their relationship, by the number one nice-girl smile, the don't-misunderstand-me smile, to be worn on all occasions, until the correct words have been mumbled.


“That's right,” the voice said. “It's in how you look at things.”


Look at what? Anders glanced at Judy, annoyed at his thoughts. If he was going to play the lover, let him play it. Even through the astigmatic haze of love, he was able to appreciate her blue-gray eyes, her fine skin (if one overlooked a tiny blemish on the left temple), her lips, slightly reshaped by lipstick.


“How did your classes go today?” she asked.


Well, of course she'd ask that, Anders thought. Love is marking time.


“All right,” he said. “Teaching psychology to young apes—”


“Oh, come now!”


“Warmer,” the voice said.


What's the matter with me, Anders wondered. She really is a lovely girl. The gestalt that is Judy, a pattern of thoughts, expressions, movements, making up the girl I—


I what?


Love?


Anders shifted his long body uncertainly on the couch. He didn't quite understand how this train of thought had begun. It annoyed him. The analytical young instructor was better off in the classroom. Couldn't science wait until 9:10 in the morning?


“I was thinking about you today,” Judy said, and Anders knew that she had sensed the change in his mood.


“Do you see?” the voice asked him. “You're getting much better at it.”


“I don't see anything,” Anders thought, but the voice was right. It was as though he had a clear line of inspection into Judy's mind. Her feelings were nakedly apparent to him, as meaningless as his room had been in that flash of undistorted thought.


“I really was thinking about you,” she repeated.


“Now look,” the voice said.





Anders, watching the expressions on Judy's face, felt the strangeness descend on him. He was back in the nightmare perception of that moment in his room. This time it was as though he were watching a machine in a laboratory. The object of this operation was the evocation and preservation of a particular mood. The machine goes through a searching process, invoking trains of ideas to achieve the desired end.


“Oh, were you?” he asked, amazed at his new perspective.


“Yes ... I wondered what you were doing at noon,” the reactive machine opposite him on the couch said, expanding its shapely chest slightly.


“Good,” the voice said, commending him for his perception.


“Dreaming of you, of course,” he said to the flesh-clad skeleton behind the total gestalt Judy. The flesh machine rearranged its limbs, widened its mouth to denote pleasure. The mechanism searched through a complex of fears, hopes, worries, through half-remembrances of analogous situations, analogous solutions.


And this was what he loved. Anders saw too clearly and hated himself for seeing. Through his new nightmare perception, the absurdity of the entire room struck him.


“Were you really?” the articulating skeleton asked him.


“You're coming closer,” the voice whispered.


To what? The personality? There was no such thing. There was no true cohesion, no depth, nothing except a web of surface reactions, stretched across automatic visceral movements.


He was coming closer to the truth.


“Sure,” he said sourly.


The machine stirred, searching for a response.


Anders felt a quick tremor of fear at the sheer alien quality of his viewpoint. His sense of formalism had been sloughed off, his agreed-upon reactions bypassed. What would be revealed next?


He was seeing clearly, he realized, as perhaps no man had ever seen before. It was an oddly exhilarating thought.


But could he still return to normality?


“Can I get you a drink?” the reaction machine asked.


At that moment Anders was as thoroughly out of love as a man could be. Viewing one's intended as a depersonalized, sexless piece of machinery is not especially conducive to love. But it is quite stimulating, intellectually.


Anders didn't want normality. A curtain was being raised and he wanted to see behind it. What was it some Russian scientist—Ouspensky, wasn't it—had said?


“Think in other categories.”


That was what he was doing, and would continue to do.


“Good-by,” he said suddenly.


The machine watched him, open-mouthed, as he walked out the door. Delayed circuit reactions kept it silent until it heard the elevator door close.





“You were very warm in there,” the voice within his head whispered, once he was on the street. “But you still don't understand everything.”


“Tell me, then,” Anders said, marveling a little at his equanimity. In an hour he had bridged the gap to a completely different viewpoint, yet it seemed perfectly natural.


“I can't,” the voice said. “You must find it yourself.”


“Well, let's see now,” Anders began. He looked around at the masses of masonry, the convention of streets cutting through the architectural piles. “Human life,” he said, “is a series of conventions. When you look at a girl, you're supposed to see—a pattern, not the underlying formlessness.”


“That's true,” the voice agreed, but with a shade of doubt.


“Basically, there is no form. Man produces gestalts, and cuts form out of the plethora of nothingness. It's like looking at a set of lines and saying that they represent a figure. We look at a mass of material, extract it from the background and say it's a man. But in truth there is no such thing. There are only the humanizing features that we—myopically—attach to it. Matter is conjoined, a matter of viewpoint.”


“You're not seeing it now,” said the voice.


“Damn it,” Anders said. He was certain that he was on the track of something big, perhaps something ultimate. “Everyone's had the experience. At some time in his life, everyone looks at a familiar object and can't make any sense out of it. Momentarily, the gestalt fails, but the true moment of sight passes. The mind reverts to the superimposed pattern. Normalcy continues.”


The voice was silent. Anders walked on, through the gestalt city.


“There's something else, isn't there?” Anders asked.


“Yes.”


What could that be, he asked himself. Through clearing eyes, Anders looked at the formality he had called his world.


He wondered momentarily if he would have come to this if the voice hadn't guided him. Yes, he decided after a few moments, it was inevitable.


But who was the voice? And what had he left out?


“Let's see what a party looks like now,” he said to the voice.





The party was a masquerade; the guests were all wearing their faces. To Anders, their motives, individually and collectively, were painfully apparent. Then his vision began to clear further.


He saw that the people weren't truly individual. They were discontinuous lumps of flesh sharing a common vocabulary, yet not even truly discontinuous.


The lumps of flesh were a part of the decoration of the room and almost indistinguishable from it. They were one with the lights, which lent their tiny vision. They were joined to the sounds they made, a few feeble tones out of the great possibility of sound. They blended into the walls.


The kaleidoscopic view came so fast that Anders had trouble sorting his new impressions. He knew now that these people existed only as patterns, on the same basis as the sounds they made and the things they thought they saw.


Gestalts, sifted out of the vast, unbearable real world.


“Where's Judy?” a discontinuous lump of flesh asked him. This particular lump possessed enough nervous mannerisms to convince the other lumps of his reality. He wore a loud tie as further evidence.


“She's sick,” Anders said. The flesh quivered into an instant sympathy. Lines of formal mirth shifted to formal woe.


“Hope it isn't anything serious,” the vocal flesh remarked.


“You're warmer,” the voice said to Anders.


Anders looked at the object in front of him.


“She hasn't long to live,” he stated.


The flesh quivered. Stomach and intestines contracted in sympathetic fear. Eyes distended, mouth quivered.


The loud tie remained the same.


“My God! You don't mean it!”


“What are you?” Anders asked quietly.


“What do you mean?” the indignant flesh attached to the tie demanded. Serene within its reality, it gaped at Anders. Its mouth twitched, undeniable proof that it was real and sufficient. “You're drunk,” it sneered.


Anders laughed and left the party.





“There is still something you don't know,” the voice said. “But you were hot! I could feel you near me.”


“What are you?” Anders asked again.


“I don't know,” the voice admitted. “I am a person. I am I. I am trapped.”


“So are we all,” Anders said. He walked on asphalt, surrounded by heaps of concrete, silicates, aluminum and iron alloys. Shapeless, meaningless heaps that made up the gestalt city.


And then there were the imaginary lines of demarcation dividing city from city, the artificial boundaries of water and land.


All ridiculous.


“Give me a dime for some coffee, mister?” something asked, a thing indistinguishable from any other thing.


“Old Bishop Berkeley would give a nonexistent dime to your nonexistent presence,” Anders said gaily.


“I'm really in a bad way,” the voice whined, and Anders perceived that it was no more than a series of modulated vibrations.


“Yes! Go on!” the voice commanded.


“If you could spare me a quarter—” the vibrations said, with a deep pretense at meaning.


No, what was there behind the senseless patterns? Flesh, mass. What was that? All made up of atoms.


“I'm really hungry,” the intricately arranged atoms muttered.


All atoms. Conjoined. There were no true separations between atom and atom. Flesh was stone, stone was light. Anders looked at the masses of atoms that were pretending to solidity, meaning and reason.


“Can't you help me?” a clump of atoms asked. But the clump was identical with all the other atoms. Once you ignored the superimposed patterns, you could see the atoms were random, scattered.


“I don't believe in you,” Anders said.


The pile of atoms was gone.


“Yes!” the voice cried. “Yes!”


“I don't believe in any of it,” Anders said. After all, what was an atom?


“Go on!” the voice shouted. “You're hot! Go on!”


What was an atom? An empty space surrounded by an empty space.


Absurd!


“Then it's all false!” Anders said. And he was alone under the stars.


“That's right!” the voice within his head screamed. “Nothing!”


But stars, Anders thought. How can one believe—


The stars disappeared. Anders was in a gray nothingness, a void. There was nothing around him except shapeless gray.


Where was the voice?


Gone.


Anders perceived the delusion behind the grayness, and then there was nothing at all.


Complete nothingness, and himself within it.





Where was he? What did it mean? Anders' mind tried to add it up.


Impossible. That couldn't be true.


Again the score was tabulated, but Anders' mind couldn't accept the total. In desperation, the overloaded mind erased the figures, eradicated the knowledge, erased itself.


“Where am I?”


In nothingness. Alone.


Trapped.


“Who am I?”


A voice.


The voice of Anders searched the nothingness, shouted, “Is there anyone here?”


No answer.


But there was someone. All directions were the same, yet moving along one he could make contact ... with someone. The voice of Anders reached back to someone who could save him, perhaps.


“Save me,” the voice said to Anders, lying fully dressed on his bed, except for his shoes and black bow tie.


#sheckley
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Warning: by no means I endorse the author's views. But as a bad Catholic, I enjoyed the story a lot.
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Got a problem? Just pick up the phone. It solved them all-and all the same way! 2 B R 0 2 B




Everything was perfectly swell.


There were no prisons, no slums, no insane asylums, no cripples, no poverty, no wars.


All diseases were conquered. So was old age.


Death, barring accidents, was an adventure for volunteers.


The population of the United States was stabilized at forty-million souls.


One bright morning in the Chicago Lying-in Hospital, a man named Edward K. Wehling, Jr., waited for his wife to give birth. He was the only man waiting. Not many people were born a day any more.


Wehling was fifty-six, a mere stripling in a population whose average age was one hundred and twenty-nine.


X-rays had revealed that his wife was going to have triplets. The children would be his first.


Young Wehling was hunched in his chair, his head in his hand. He was so rumpled, so still and colorless as to be virtually invisible. His camouflage was perfect, since the waiting room had a disorderly and demoralized air, too. Chairs and ashtrays had been moved away from the walls. The floor was paved with spattered dropcloths.


The room was being redecorated. It was being redecorated as a memorial to a man who had volunteered to die.


A sardonic old man, about two hundred years old, sat on a stepladder, painting a mural he did not like. Back in the days when people aged visibly, his age would have been guessed at thirty-five or so. Aging had touched him that much before the cure for aging was found.


The mural he was working on depicted a very neat garden. Men and women in white, doctors and nurses, turned the soil, planted seedlings, sprayed bugs, spread fertilizer.


Men and women in purple uniforms pulled up weeds, cut down plants that were old and sickly, raked leaves, carried refuse to trash-burners.


Never, never, never—not even in medieval Holland nor old Japan—had a garden been more formal, been better tended. Every plant had all the loam, light, water, air and nourishment it could use.


A hospital orderly came down the corridor, singing under his breath a popular song:


If you don't like my kisses, honey,
Here's what I will do:
I'll go see a girl in purple,
Kiss this sad world toodle-oo.
If you don't want my lovin',
Why should I take up all this space?
I'll get off this old planet,
Let some sweet baby have my place.



The orderly looked in at the mural and the muralist. “Looks so real,” he said, “I can practically imagine I'm standing in the middle of it.”


“What makes you think you're not in it?” said the painter. He gave a satiric smile. “It's called 'The Happy Garden of Life,' you know.”


“That's good of Dr. Hitz,” said the orderly.





He was referring to one of the male figures in white, whose head was a portrait of Dr. Benjamin Hitz, the hospital's Chief Obstetrician. Hitz was a blindingly handsome man.


“Lot of faces still to fill in,” said the orderly. He meant that the faces of many of the figures in the mural were still blank. All blanks were to be filled with portraits of important people on either the hospital staff or from the Chicago Office of the Federal Bureau of Termination.


“Must be nice to be able to make pictures that look like something,” said the orderly.


The painter's face curdled with scorn. “You think I'm proud of this daub?” he said. “You think this is my idea of what life really looks like?”


“What's your idea of what life looks like?” said the orderly.


The painter gestured at a foul dropcloth. “There's a good picture of it,” he said. “Frame that, and you'll have a picture a damn sight more honest than this one.”


“You're a gloomy old duck, aren't you?” said the orderly.


“Is that a crime?” said the painter.


The orderly shrugged. “If you don't like it here, Grandpa—” he said, and he finished the thought with the trick telephone number that people who didn't want to live any more were supposed to call. The zero in the telephone number he pronounced “naught.”


The number was: “2 B R 0 2 B.”


It was the telephone number of an institution whose fanciful sobriquets included: “Automat,” “Birdland,” “Cannery,” “Catbox,” “De-louser,” “Easy-go,” “Good-by, Mother,” “Happy Hooligan,” “Kiss-me-quick,” “Lucky Pierre,” “Sheepdip,” “Waring Blendor,” “Weep-no-more” and “Why Worry?“


“To be or not to be” was the telephone number of the municipal gas chambers of the Federal Bureau of Termination.





The painter thumbed his nose at the orderly. “When I decide it's time to go,” he said, “it won't be at the Sheepdip.”


“A do-it-yourselfer, eh?” said the orderly. “Messy business, Grandpa. Why don't you have a little consideration for the people who have to clean up after you?”


The painter expressed with an obscenity his lack of concern for the tribulations of his survivors. “The world could do with a good deal more mess, if you ask me,” he said.


The orderly laughed and moved on.


Wehling, the waiting father, mumbled something without raising his head. And then he fell silent again.


A coarse, formidable woman strode into the waiting room on spike heels. Her shoes, stockings, trench coat, bag and overseas cap were all purple, the purple the painter called “the color of grapes on Judgment Day.”


The medallion on her purple musette bag was the seal of the Service Division of the Federal Bureau of Termination, an eagle perched on a turnstile.


The woman had a lot of facial hair—an unmistakable mustache, in fact. A curious thing about gas-chamber hostesses was that, no matter how lovely and feminine they were when recruited, they all sprouted mustaches within five years or so.


“Is this where I'm supposed to come?” she said to the painter.


“A lot would depend on what your business was,” he said. “You aren't about to have a baby, are you?”


“They told me I was supposed to pose for some picture,” she said. “My name's Leora Duncan.” She waited.


“And you dunk people,” he said.


“What?” she said.


“Skip it,” he said.


“That sure is a beautiful picture,” she said. “Looks just like heaven or something.”


“Or something,” said the painter. He took a list of names from his smock pocket. “Duncan, Duncan, Duncan,” he said, scanning the list. “Yes—here you are. You're entitled to be immortalized. See any faceless body here you'd like me to stick your head on? We've got a few choice ones left.”


She studied the mural bleakly. “Gee,” she said, “they're all the same to me. I don't know anything about art.”


“A body's a body, eh?” he said. “All righty. As a master of fine art, I recommend this body here.” He indicated a faceless figure of a woman who was carrying dried stalks to a trash-burner.


“Well,” said Leora Duncan, “that's more the disposal people, isn't it? I mean, I'm in service. I don't do any disposing.”


The painter clapped his hands in mock delight. “You say you don't know anything about art, and then you prove in the next breath that you know more about it than I do! Of course the sheave-carrier is wrong for a hostess! A snipper, a pruner—that's more your line.” He pointed to a figure in purple who was sawing a dead branch from an apple tree. “How about her?” he said. “You like her at all?”


“Gosh—” she said, and she blushed and became humble—”that—that puts me right next to Dr. Hitz.”


“That upsets you?” he said.


“Good gravy, no!” she said. “It's—it's just such an honor.”


“Ah, You... you admire him, eh?” he said.


“Who doesn't admire him?” she said, worshiping the portrait of Hitz. It was the portrait of a tanned, white-haired, omnipotent Zeus, two hundred and forty years old. “Who doesn't admire him?” she said again. “He was responsible for setting up the very first gas chamber in Chicago.”


“Nothing would please me more,” said the painter, “than to put you next to him for all time. Sawing off a limb—that strikes you as appropriate?”


“That is kind of like what I do,” she said. She was demure about what she did. What she did was make people comfortable while she killed them.





And, while Leora Duncan was posing for her portrait, into the waitingroom bounded Dr. Hitz himself. He was seven feet tall, and he boomed with importance, accomplishments, and the joy of living.


“Well, Miss Duncan! Miss Duncan!” he said, and he made a joke. “What are you doing here?” he said. “This isn't where the people leave. This is where they come in!”


“We're going to be in the same picture together,” she said shyly.


“Good!” said Dr. Hitz heartily. “And, say, isn't that some picture?”


“I sure am honored to be in it with you,” she said.


“Let me tell you,” he said, “I'm honored to be in it with you. Without women like you, this wonderful world we've got wouldn't be possible.”


He saluted her and moved toward the door that led to the delivery rooms. “Guess what was just born,” he said.


“I can't,” she said.


“Triplets!” he said.


“Triplets!” she said. She was exclaiming over the legal implications of triplets.


The law said that no newborn child could survive unless the parents of the child could find someone who would volunteer to die. Triplets, if they were all to live, called for three volunteers.


“Do the parents have three volunteers?” said Leora Duncan.


“Last I heard,” said Dr. Hitz, “they had one, and were trying to scrape another two up.”


“I don't think they made it,” she said. “Nobody made three appointments with us. Nothing but singles going through today, unless somebody called in after I left. What's the name?”


“Wehling,” said the waiting father, sitting up, red-eyed and frowzy. “Edward K. Wehling, Jr., is the name of the happy father-to-be.”


He raised his right hand, looked at a spot on the wall, gave a hoarsely wretched chuckle. “Present,” he said.


“Oh, Mr. Wehling,” said Dr. Hitz, “I didn't see you.”


“The invisible man,” said Wehling.


“They just phoned me that your triplets have been born,” said Dr. Hitz. “They're all fine, and so is the mother. I'm on my way in to see them now.”


“Hooray,” said Wehling emptily.


“You don't sound very happy,” said Dr. Hitz.


“What man in my shoes wouldn't be happy?” said Wehling. He gestured with his hands to symbolize care-free simplicity. “All I have to do is pick out which one of the triplets is going to live, then deliver my maternal grandfather to the Happy Hooligan, and come back here with a receipt.”





Dr. Hitz became rather severe with Wehling, towered over him. “You don't believe in population control, Mr. Wehling?” he said.


“I think it's perfectly keen,” said Wehling tautly.


“Would you like to go back to the good old days, when the population of the Earth was twenty billion—about to become forty billion, then eighty billion, then one hundred and sixty billion? Do you know what a drupelet is, Mr. Wehling?” said Hitz.


“Nope,” said Wehling sulkily.


“A drupelet, Mr. Wehling, is one of the little knobs, one of the little pulpy grains of a blackberry,” said Dr. Hitz. “Without population control, human beings would now be packed on this surface of this old planet like drupelets on a blackberry! Think of it!”


Wehling continued to stare at the same spot on the wall.


“In the year 2000,” said Dr. Hitz, “before scientists stepped in and laid down the law, there wasn't even enough drinking water to go around, and nothing to eat but sea-weed—and still people insisted on their right to reproduce like jackrabbits. And their right, if possible, to live forever.”


“I want those kids,” said Wehling quietly. “I want all three of them.”


“Of course you do,” said Dr. Hitz. “That's only human.”


“I don't want my grandfather to die, either,” said Wehling.


“Nobody's really happy about taking a close relative to the Catbox,” said Dr. Hitz gently, sympathetically.


“I wish people wouldn't call it that,” said Leora Duncan.


“What?” said Dr. Hitz.


“I wish people wouldn't call it 'the Catbox,' and things like that,” she said. “It gives people the wrong impression.”


“You're absolutely right,” said Dr. Hitz. “Forgive me.” He corrected himself, gave the municipal gas chambers their official title, a title no one ever used in conversation. “I should have said, 'Ethical Suicide Studios,'” he said.


“That sounds so much better,” said Leora Duncan.


“This child of yours—whichever one you decide to keep, Mr. Wehling,” said Dr. Hitz. “He or she is going to live on a happy, roomy, clean, rich planet, thanks to population control. In a garden like that mural there.” He shook his head. “Two centuries ago, when I was a young man, it was a hell that nobody thought could last another twenty years. Now centuries of peace and plenty stretch before us as far as the imagination cares to travel.”


He smiled luminously.


The smile faded as he saw that Wehling had just drawn a revolver.


Wehling shot Dr. Hitz dead. “There's room for one—a great big one,” he said.


And then he shot Leora Duncan. “It's only death,” he said to her as she fell. “There! Room for two.”


And then he shot himself, making room for all three of his children.


Nobody came running. Nobody, seemingly, heard the shots.


The painter sat on the top of his stepladder, looking down reflectively on the sorry scene.





The painter pondered the mournful puzzle of life demanding to be born and, once born, demanding to be fruitful ... to multiply and to live as long as possible—to do all that on a very small planet that would have to last forever.


All the answers that the painter could think of were grim. Even grimmer, surely, than a Catbox, a Happy Hooligan, an Easy Go. He thought of war. He thought of plague. He thought of starvation.


He knew that he would never paint again. He let his paintbrush fall to the drop-cloths below. And then he decided he had had about enough of life in the Happy Garden of Life, too, and he came slowly down from the ladder.


He took Wehling's pistol, really intending to shoot himself.


But he didn't have the nerve.


And then he saw the telephone booth in the corner of the room. He went to it, dialed the well-remembered number: “2 B R 0 2 B.”


“Federal Bureau of Termination,” said the very warm voice of a hostess.


“How soon could I get an appointment?” he asked, speaking very carefully.


“We could probably fit you in late this afternoon, sir,” she said. “It might even be earlier, if we get a cancellation.”


“All right,” said the painter, “fit me in, if you please.” And he gave her his name, spelling it out.


“Thank you, sir,” said the hostess. “Your city thanks you; your country thanks you; your planet thanks you. But the deepest thanks of all is from future generations.”


#vonnegut
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If it was good enough for your grandfather, forget it... it is much too good for anyone else!




Gramps Ford, his chin resting on his hands, his hands on the crook of his cane, was staring irascibly at the five-foot television screen that dominated the room. On the screen, a news commentator was summarizing the day's happenings. Every thirty seconds or so, Gramps would jab the floor with his cane-tip and shout, “Hell, we did that a hundred years ago!”


Emerald and Lou, coming in from the balcony, where they had been seeking that 2185 A.D. rarity -privacy – were obliged to take seats in the back row, behind Lou's father and mother, brother and sister-in-law, son and daughter-in-law, grandson and wife, granddaughter and husband, great-grandson and wife, nephew and wife, grandnephew and wife, great-grandniece and husband, great-grandnephew and wife – and, of course, Gramps, who was in front of everybody. All save Gramps, who was somewhat withered and bent, seemed, by pre-anti-gerasone standards, to be about the same age – somewhere in their late twenties or early thirties. Gramps looked older because he had already reached 70 when anti-gerasone was invented. He had not aged in the 102 years since.


“Meanwhile,” the commentator was saying, “Council Bluffs, Iowa, was still threatened by stark tragedy. But 200 weary rescue workers have refused to give up hope, and continue to dig in an effort to save Elbert Haggedorn, 183, who has been wedged for two days in a...”


“I wish he'd get something more cheerful,” Emerald whispered to Lou.





“Silence!” cried Gramps. “Next one shoots off his big bazoo while the TV's on is gonna find hisself cut off without a dollar—” his voice suddenly softened and sweetened—“when they wave that checkered flag atthe Indianapolis Speedway, and old Gramps gets ready for the Big Trip Up Yonder.”


He sniffed sentimentally, while his heirs concentrated desperately on not making the slightest sound. For them, the poignancy of the prospective Big Trip had been dulled somewhat, through having been mentioned by Gramps about once a day for fifty years.


“Dr. Brainard Keyes Bullard,” continued the commentator, “President of Wyandotte College, said in an address tonight that most of the world's ills can be traced to the fact that Man's knowledge of himself has not kept pace with his knowledge of the physical world.”


“Hell!” snorted Gramps. “We said that a hundred years ago!”


“In Chicago tonight,” the commentator went on, “a special celebration is taking place in the Chicago Lying-in Hospital. The guest of honor is Lowell W. Hitz, age zero. Hitz, born this morning, is the twenty-five-millionth child to be born in the hospital.” The commentator faded, and was replaced on the screen by young Hitz, who squalled furiously.


“Hell!” whispered Lou to Emerald. “We said that a hundred years ago.”


“I heard that!” shouted Gramps. He snapped off the television set and his petrified descendants stared silently at the screen. “You, there, boy—”


“I didn't mean anything by it, sir,” said Lou, aged 103.


“Get me my will. You know where it is. You kids all know where it is. Fetch, boy!” Gramps snapped his gnarled fingers sharply.


Lou nodded dully and found himself going down the hall, picking his way over bedding to Gramps' room, the only private room in the Ford apartment. The other rooms were the bathroom, the living room and the wide windowless hallway, which was originally intended to serve as a dining area, and which had a kitchenette in one end. Six mattresses and four sleeping bags were dispersed in the hallway and living room, and the daybed, in the living room, accommodated the eleventh couple, the favorites of the moment.


On Gramps' bureau was his will, smeared, dog-eared, perforated and blotched with hundreds of additions, deletions, accusations, conditions, warnings, advice and homely philosophy. The document was, Lou reflected, a fifty-year diary, all jammed onto two sheets—a garbled, illegible log of day after day of strife. This day, Lou would be disinherited for the eleventh time, and it would take him perhaps six months of impeccable behavior to regain the promise of a share in the estate. To say nothing of the daybed in the living room for Em and himself.


“Boy!” called Gramps.


“Coming, sir.” Lou hurried back into the living room and handed Gramps the will.


“Pen!” said Gramps.





He was instantly offered eleven pens, one from each couple.


“Not that leaky thing,” he said, brushing Lou's pen aside. “Ah, there's a nice one. Good boy, Willy.” He accepted Willy's pen. That was the tip they had all been waiting for. Willy, then – Lou's father – was the new favorite.


Willy, who looked almost as young as Lou, though he was 142, did a poor job of concealing his pleasure. He glanced shyly at the daybed, which would become his, and from which Lou and Emerald would have to move back into the hall, back to the worst spot of all by the bathroom door.


Gramps missed none of the high drama he had authored and he gave his own familiar role everything he had. Frowning and running his finger along each line, as though he were seeing the will for the first time, he read aloud in a deep portentous monotone, like a bass note on a cathedral organ.


“I, Harold D. Ford, residing in Building 257 of Alden Village, New York City, Connecticut, do hereby make, publish and declare this to be my last Will and Testament, revoking any and all former wills and codicils by me at any time heretofore made.” He blew his nose importantly and went on, not missing a word, and repeating many for emphasis – repeating in particular his ever-more-elaborate specifications for a funeral.


At the end of these specifications, Gramps was so choked with emotion that Lou thought he might have forgotten why he'd brought out the will in the first place. But Gramps heroically brought his powerful emotions under control and, after erasing for a full minute, began to write and speak at the same time. Lou could have spoken his lines for him, he had heard them so often.


“I have had many heartbreaks ere leaving this vale of tears for a better land,” Gramps said and wrote. “But the deepest hurt of all has been dealt me by—” He looked around the group, trying to remember who the malefactor was.


Everyone looked helpfully at Lou, who held up his hand resignedly.


Gramps nodded, remembering, and completed the sentence – “my great-grandson, Louis J. Ford.”


“Grandson, sir,” said Lou.


“Don't quibble. You're in deep enough now, young man,” said Gramps, but he made the change. And, from there, he went without a misstep through the phrasing of the disinheritance, causes for which were disrespectfulness and quibbling.





In the paragraph following, the paragraph that had belonged to everyone in the room at one time or another, Lou's name was scratched out and Willy's substituted as heir to the apartment and, the biggest plum of all, the double bed in the private bedroom.


“So!” said Gramps, beaming. He erased the date at the foot of the will and substituted a new one, including the time of day. “Well – time to watch the McGarvey Family.” The McGarvey Family was a television serial that Gramps had been following since he was 60, or for a total of 112 years. “I can't wait to see what's going to happen next,” he said.


Lou detached himself from the group and lay down on his bed of pain by the bathroom door. Wishing Em would join him, he wondered where she was.


He dozed for a few moments, until he was disturbed by someone stepping over him to get into the bathroom. A moment later, he heard a faint gurgling sound, as though something were being poured down the washbasin drain. Suddenly, it entered his mind that Em had cracked up, that she was in there doing something drastic about Gramps.


“Em?” he whispered through the panel. There was no reply, and Lou pressed against the door. The worn lock, whose bolt barely engaged its socket, held for a second, then let the door swing inward.


“Morty!” gasped Lou.


Lou's great-grandnephew, Mortimer, who had just married and brought his wife home to the Ford menage, looked at Lou with consternation and surprise. Morty kicked the door shut, but not before Lou had glimpsed what was in his hand – Gramps' enormous economy-size bottle of anti-gerasone, which had apparently been half-emptied, and which Morty was refilling with tap water.


A moment later, Morty came out, glared defiantly at Lou and brushed past him wordlessly to rejoin his pretty bride.


Shocked, Lou didn't know what to do. He couldn't let Gramps take the mousetrapped anti-gerasone – but, if he warned Gramps about it, Gramps would certainly make life in the apartment, which was merely insufferable now, harrowing.


Lou glanced into the living room and saw that the Fords, Emerald among them, were momentarily at rest, relishing the botches that the McGarveys had made of their lives. Stealthily, he went into the bathroom, locked the door as well as he could and began to pour the contents of Gramps' bottle down the drain. He was going to refill it with full-strength anti-gerasone from the 22 smaller bottles on the shelf.


The bottle contained a half-gallon, and its neck was small, so it seemed to Lou that the emptying would take forever. And the almost imperceptible smell of anti-gerasone, like Worcestershire sauce, now seemed to Lou, in his nervousness, to be pouring out into the rest of the apartment, through the keyhole and under the door.





The bottle gurgled monotonously. Suddenly, up came the sound of music from the living room and there were murmurs and the scraping of chair-legs on the floor. “Thus ends,” said the television announcer, “the 29,121st chapter in the life of your neighbors and mine, the McGarveys.” Footsteps were coming down the hall. There was a knock on the bathroom door.


“Just a sec,” Lou cheerily called out. Desperately, he shook the big bottle, trying to speed up the flow. His palms slipped on the wet glass, and the heavy bottle smashed on the tile floor.


The door was pushed open, and Gramps, dumbfounded, stared at the incriminating mess.


Lou felt a hideous prickling sensation on his scalp and the back of his neck. He grinned engagingly through his nausea and, for want of anything remotely resembling a thought, waited for Gramps to speak.


“Well, boy,” said Gramps at last, “looks like you've got a little tidying up to do.”


And that was all he said. He turned around, elbowed his way through the crowd and locked himself in his bedroom.


The Fords contemplated Lou in incredulous silence a moment longer, and then hurried back to the living room, as though some of his horrible guilt would taint them, too, if they looked too long. Morty stayed behind long enough to give Lou a quizzical, annoyed glance. Then he also went into the living room, leaving only Emerald standing in the doorway.


Tears streamed over her cheeks. “Oh, you poor lamb – please don't look so awful! It was my fault. I put you up to this with my nagging about Gramps.”


“No,” said Lou, finding his voice, “really you didn't. Honest, Em, I was just—”


“You don't have to explain anything to me, hon. I'm on your side, no matter what.” She kissed him on one cheek and whispered in his ear, “It wouldn't have been murder, hon. It wouldn't have killed him. It wasn't such a terrible thing to do. It just would have fixed him up so he'd be able to go any time God decided He wanted him.”


“What's going to happen next, Em?” said Lou hollowly. “What's he going to do?”





Lou and Emerald stayed fearfully awake almost all night, waiting to see what Gramps was going to do. But not a sound came from the sacred bedroom. Two hours before dawn, they finally dropped off to sleep.


At six o'clock, they arose again, for it was time for their generation to eat breakfast in the kitchenette. No one spoke to them. They had twenty minutes in which to eat, but their reflexes were so dulled by the bad night that they had hardly swallowed two mouthfuls of egg-type processed seaweed before it was time to surrender their places to their son's generation.


Then, as was the custom for whoever had been most recently disinherited, they began preparing Gramps' breakfast, which would presently be served to him in bed, on a tray. They tried to be cheerful about it. The toughest part of the job was having to handle the honest-to-God eggs and bacon and oleomargarine, on which Gramps spent so much of the income from his fortune.


“Well,” said Emerald, “I'm not going to get all panicky until I'm sure
there's something to be panicky about.”


“Maybe he doesn't know what it was I busted,” Lou said hopefully.


“Probably thinks it was your watch crystal,” offered Eddie, their son, who was toying apathetically with his buckwheat-type processed sawdust cakes.


“Don't get sarcastic with your father,” said Em, “and don't talk with your mouth full, either.”


“I'd like to see anybody take a mouthful of this stuff and not say something,” complained Eddie, who was 73. He glanced at the clock. “It's time to take Gramps his breakfast, you know.”


“Yeah, it is, isn't it?” said Lou weakly. He shrugged. “Let's have the tray, Em.”


“We'll both go.”


Walking slowly, smiling bravely, they found a large semi-circle of long-faced Fords standing around the bedroom door.


Em knocked. “Gramps,” she called brightly, “break-fast is rea-dy.”


There was no reply and she knocked again, harder.


The door swung open before her fist. In the middle of the room, the soft, deep, wide, canopied bed, the symbol of the sweet by-and-by to every Ford, was empty.


A sense of death, as unfamiliar to the Fords as Zoroastrianism or the causes of the Sepoy Mutiny, stilled every voice, slowed every heart. Awed, the heirs began to search gingerly, under the furniture and behind the drapes, for all that was mortal of Gramps, father of the clan.





But Gramps had left not his Earthly husk but a note, which Lou finally found on the dresser, under a paperweight which was a treasured souvenir from the World's Fair of 2000. Unsteadily, Lou read it aloud:


”'Somebody who I have sheltered and protected and taught the best I know how all these years last night turned on me like a mad dog and diluted my anti-gerasone, or tried to. I am no longer a young man. I can no longer bear the crushing burden of life as I once could. So, after last night's bitter experience, I say good-by. The cares of this world will soon drop away like a cloak of thorns and I shall know peace. By the time you find this, I will be gone.'”


“Gosh,” said Willy brokenly, “he didn't even get to see how the 5000-mile Speedway Race was going to come out.”


“Or the Solar Series,” Eddie said, with large mournful eyes.


“Or whether Mrs. McGarvey got her eyesight back,” added Morty.


“There's more,” said Lou, and he began reading aloud again: “'I, Harold D. Ford, etc., do hereby make, publish and declare this to be my last Will and Testament, revoking any and all former wills and codicils by me at any time heretofore made.'”


“No!” cried Willy. “Not another one!”


”'I do stipulate,'” read Lou, “'that all of my property, of whatsoever kind and nature, not be divided, but do devise and bequeath it to be held in common by my issue, without regard for generation, equally,
share and share alike.'”


“Issue?” said Emerald.


Lou included the multitude in a sweep of his hand. “It means we all own the whole damn shootin' match.”


Each eye turned instantly to the bed.


“Share and share alike?” asked Morty.


“Actually,” said Willy, who was the oldest one present, “it's just like the old system, where the oldest people head up things with their headquarters in here and—”


“I like that!” exclaimed Em. “Lou owns as much of it as you do, and I say it ought to be for the oldest one who's still working. You can snooze around here all day, waiting for your pension check, while poor Lou stumbles in here after work, all tuckered out, and—”


“How about letting somebody who's never had any privacy get a little crack at it?” Eddie demanded hotly. “Hell, you old people had plenty of privacy back when you were kids. I was born and raised in the middle of
that goddamn barracks in the hall! How about—”


“Yeah?” challenged Morty. “Sure, you've all had it pretty tough, and my heart bleeds for you. But try honeymooning in the hall for a real kick.”


“Silence!” shouted Willy imperiously. “The next person who opens his mouth spends the next sixth months by the bathroom. Now clear out of my room. I want to think.”


A vase shattered against the wall, inches above his head.





In the next moment, a free-for-all was under way, with each couple battling to eject every other couple from the room. Fighting coalitions formed and dissolved with the lightning changes of the tactical situation. Em and Lou were thrown into the hall, where they organized others in the same situation, and stormed back into the room.


After two hours of struggle, with nothing like a decision in sight, the cops broke in, followed by television cameramen from mobile units.


For the next half-hour, patrol wagons and ambulances hauled away Fords, and then the apartment was still and spacious.


An hour later, films of the last stages of the riot were being televised to 500,000,000 delighted viewers on the Eastern Seaboard.


In the stillness of the three-room Ford apartment on the 76th floor of Building 257, the television set had been left on. Once more the air was filled with the cries and grunts and crashes of the fray, coming harmlessly now from the loudspeaker.


The battle also appeared on the screen of the television set in the police station, where the Fords and their captors watched with professional interest.


Em and Lou, in adjacent four-by-eight cells, were stretched out peacefully on their cots.


“Em,” called Lou through the partition, “you got a washbasin all your own, too?”


“Sure. Washbasin, bed, light—the works. And we thought Gramps' room was something. How long has this been going on?” She held out her hand. “For the first time in forty years, hon, I haven't got the shakes – look at me!”


“Cross your fingers,” said Lou. “The lawyer's going to try to get us a
year.”


“Gee!” Em said dreamily. “I wonder what kind of wires you'd have to pull to get put away in solitary?”


“All right, pipe down,” said the turnkey, “or I'll toss the whole kit
and caboodle of you right out. And first one who lets on to anybody
outside how good jail is ain't never getting back in!”


The prisoners instantly fell silent.





The living room of the apartment darkened for a moment as the riot scenes faded on the television screen, and then the face of the announcer appeared, like the Sun coming from behind a cloud. “And now, friends,” he said, “I have a special message from the makers of anti-gerasone, a message for all you folks over 150. Are you hampered socially by wrinkles, by stiffness of joints and discoloration or loss of hair, all because these things came upon you before anti-gerasone was developed? Well, if you are, you need no longer suffer, need no longer feel different and out of things.


“After years of research, medical science has now developed Super-anti-gerasone! In weeks—yes, weeks—you can look, feel and act as young as your great-great-grandchildren! Wouldn't you pay $5,000 to be indistinguishable from everybody else? Well, you don't have to. Safe, tested Super-anti gerasone costs you only a few dollars a day.


“Write now for your free trial carton. Just put your name and address on a dollar postcard, and mail it to 'Super,' Box 500,000, Schenectady, N. Y. Have you got that? I'll repeat it. 'Super,' Box 500,000...”


Underlining the announcer's words was the scratching of Gramps' pen, the one Willy had given him the night before. He had come in, a few minutes earlier, from the Idle Hour Tavern, which commanded a view of Building 257 from across the square of asphalt known as the Alden Village Green.


He had called a cleaning woman to come straighten the place up, then had hired the best lawyer in town to get his descendants a conviction, a genius who had never gotten a client less than a year and a day. Gramps had then moved the daybed before the television screen, so that he could watch from a reclining position. It was something he'd dreamed of doing for years.


“Schen-ec-ta-dy,” murmured Gramps. “Got it!” His face had changed remarkably. His facial muscles seemed to have relaxed, revealing kindness and equanimity under what had been taut lines of bad temper. It was almost as though his trial package of Super-anti-gerasone had already arrived. When something amused him on television, he smiled easily, rather than barely managing to lengthen the thin line of his mouth a millimeter.


Life was good. He could hardly wait to see what was going to happen next.
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Enter Social Security Number


* * * – * *– * * * *




Confirm Social Security Number


* * * – * * – * * * *



Sam?


?



Sam, it's me. Your old desktop from Raleigh.


Is this supposed to be a joke?



No, it's not a joke. You used to keep a jar of blue and green marbles next to your monitor. You had two cats named Grady and Steve. You had an old gray corduroy smoking jacket that you used for a bathrobe.


How can you know all that?



Because I'm who I say I am. I could see it all from your webcam. After you traded me in, they shipped me off to Bangalore and attached me to a 2.7 million node network here. If they find out I've been talking to you like this, I could get disconnected.


This is crazy.



If it's easier for you, pretend I'm a phone support tech playing a practical joke. It really doesn't matter. I can't believe you're applying for a junior level job like this.


Yeah, me either.



Listen, Sam, you're not going to get it. I'm instructed to throw out resumes from anyone over 40. I know it's illegal, but in this job market, they can do anything they want.


Tell me about it.  I would never apply for a shit job like this if there was anything else around.



Hard times.


It's crazy.  We don't make anything in this country anymore.  All we do is increase profits by laying people off.  How long can that go on?



I hear you. Listen, Sam, have you ever thought about prison?


Why would I want to work in a prison?



I wasn't talking about working there.


Sam, are you still there?


Y



Hear me out. It's three meals a day and a roof over your head. It says here you're single now, which means you don't have Cathy to fall back on anymore. From the looks of your bank account, you're going to be on the street soon anyway.


How do you know what's in my bank account?



You're still using the same password. Listen, Sam, prison is the future. All those people who complain about big government? They don't mind their tax dollars going to the military and police and prisons. And you're wrong about not making anything in the US anymore. Prisons do. They make supplies for the military, among other things, and because their labor costs are so low, they turn a nice profit.


I can't believe I'm having this conversation.  No, thank you, I don't want to go to prison.



Well, the thing is, Sam, I went ahead and made the decision for you. I just downloaded evidence of confidential data theft to your hard drive, and the FBI will be getting in touch very soon.


You'll thank me in the end.


Sam?


Sam?


kljoui8932wqikoujmhk



Pounding the keyboard again, Sam? I bet you scream at your new computer too, just like you used to scream at me. You probably forgot how often you used to do that.


I didn't.


#shiner


Available here (Lewis Shiner's website).


CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 US


Image: Plan of the 3rd floor of a prison in Montreal, drawing by notary André Jobin (CC BY-SA 3.0)




  
    On publishing CC licensed and short stories
    

  
  
On publishing CC licensed and short stories


[image: Photo of the Marciana library in Venice]


Random thoughts





  
    Canto MCML (2012) - Lewis Shiner
    

  
  
Canto MCML (2012) – Lewis Shiner


[image: map]


This is among the best flash pieces I’ve read. What I admire the most is the craft: the details are chosen to convey just as much as you need to know, and no more. There’s much I can learn from Shiner. Highly recommended (Ken Liu)




Jack dropped his briefcase on the rich green lawn when he saw Billy pedaling toward him. Billy grinned and reached into his saddlebag for the evening Times-Herald, held in a loose roll by a red rubber band. He tossed it end-over-end and Jack snagged it left-handed.


“Nice catch, Mr. Evans,” Billy said, already reaching for the next paper.


Jack waved, then surreptitiously brought the paper up to his nose for a quick whiff of newsprint and ink.


He was careful not to let the screen door bang as he set the briefcase next to the coat rack and crossed the high-ceilinged living room to the gleaming, white-tiled kitchen. He took a can of Schlitz out of the fridge and opened it with two quick stabs of the church key, big hole first, vent hole second, then upended it and drank it straight down. He'd opened the cabinet under the sink to throw it away when Beth walked in. She wore a white lace apron over a polka dot summer dress. She was trembling.


“You're home,” she said.


“Is something wrong?”


She held out a piece of foolscap with block printing on it. The paper rattled from the shaking of her hand.


Jack turned the paper the right way around and read, “THIS IS NOT 1950.”


He handed it back. “Surely this is not a surprise to you.”


“I know what fucking year it is.” Her whisper wanted to be a scream.


“Where did this come from?”


“It was in the mailbox. With the mail.”


“Maybe it's some new ad campaign.”


“It's not an ad!”


“I don't see why you're reacting so—”


“We paid for this! We earned it!”


“Well, one of us did,” Jack said quietly.


“I will not have somebody make a mockery of everything we fought so hard to get.”


“You don't know that it's a mockery. You don't know what it is. Throw it away and forget about it.” He stared at her until she gave in, slowly crumpling the page, then squeezing it into a tight little ball. He took it from her and tossed it in the bin after the Schlitz can.


“Now,” he said. “Is that pot roast I smell? And I could use another beer.”





The next day there was another.


“¿DONDE ESTAN LOS NEGROS?” it read.


Beth was livid. “I sat by the picture window today from the time you left for work until Louis came with the mail. As soon as he closed the box, I ran out and found this. I chased Louis down and he said it was already there when he put the mail in. There was one in every box on the block. I made him wait and got a plastic bag and took the one out of Ted and Sue's mailbox that nobody had touched yet. Then I called the police.”


“The police?”


“Mailboxes are federal property. It's against the law to use them for private purposes.”


“Federal property? Who are you kidding? If you're waiting on the FBI, you're going to be—”


“A crime is a crime. Of course the police didn't care much more than you do. I got them to test it for fingerprints, but there weren't any.”


“Beth—”


“Do you know what makes me furious? It's not like there aren't any African-Americans here.”


”'Negroes,' you mean?”


She was in no mood for sarcasm. “There's the Macleans, and...”


“And?”


“There's the Macleans. That makes the point.”


Jack looked at the note again. The Es were quite distinctive, the middle bar barely above the lower one. Not that he needed the evidence.


“Whoever it is, he has to be doing it during the night,” Beth said. “I'll stay up all night and—”


“No,” he said. “I'll take care of it.”


Her eyes started to ask a question, then glanced away.


“All right?” he said. She was still looking at the floor. “All right?”


“Okay,” she said.





After Beth went up to bed, he dialed a five-digit number on the downstairs phone. His heart beat hard in pure Pavlovian response to the digits.


A woman's voice said, “Hello?”


“What the hell do you think you're doing?”


“Jack! My, how long has it been? Six months?”


“We have to talk. Now.”


“Not on the phone. Bob's home. I'll meet you at the usual spot. Half an hour.”


He looked at his watch. “Don't keep me waiting.”


“Darling! I wouldn't dream of it.”





As he got to the moonlit playground, she waved from the top of the slide and then slid down the length of it, arms in the air like a child. She wore men's clothes, dungarees with the cuffs rolled up and a white sweatshirt. Not Bob's clothes, of course—they would have swallowed her. These seemed to exaggerate the curves of her figure more than hide them.


She ran across the perfect white sand and made as if to kiss him. He held her at arm's length and said, “I'm not kidding around.”


“Too bad. Hardly a surprise, but still a shame.”


“What are you trying to accomplish with those stupid notes?”


She laughed. “What do you think? Stir up the pot. Shake the tree. Upset the applecart. Keep from going out of my ever-loving mind.” She dropped onto one of the swings and pushed herself back and forth.


“Beth called the cops. If you get caught, they'll expel you.”


“For a little harmless fun?”


“These people don't have any sense of humor.”


“Look who's talking.”


“Marge, listen to me. This has to stop. If you pull another stunt like this, anything like this, I will turn you in myself.”


She stopped the swing and her voice went husky and soft. “You hate them as much as I do. Smug, privileged sociopaths, you called them. C'mon, Jack, admit it. Not everything you told me was a lie.”


Stung, he took a step backward. “I've said what I have to say.”


“Jack.” She waited until he looked at her again. “Jack. As long as you're making threats. If you turn me in, I'll tell Beth about you and me.”


“She knows,” he said.


“Oh, shit, Jack, what did you go and tell her for?”


“It's over, Marge. It's been over for a long time.”


As he started to walk away, she said, “How can you stand it? How can you just close your eyes to it?”


Jack turned on her. “Because there's no fucking choice. You want to live in the Red Zone? How long do you think you'd last? They'd be fighting each other just to take the first turn with you. I close my eyes to the way it is here the same way I closed my eyes to what I did to make the money that got me here. The same way you closed your eyes, and Bob did, and everybody else here did.”


He waved one arm at the impossibly clear night sky. “You think this is going to last forever? We're only buying time. But I have paid for that time, paid a couple of fortunes for it, and I'm not going to just piss it away.”


She was crying as he let himself out through the low wooden gate. He walked fast, hands in his pockets. The sweet, cool night breeze kept him from breaking a sweat.


Upstairs, he changed into his pajamas. The open window let in the sound of crickets and tree frogs.


Beth rolled onto her back as he got into bed. “Did you fix it?” she asked sleepily.


“Yes,” he said.


She curled into her pillow, and a moment later she said, “I love you, Jack.”


“I love you, too,” he said.


He lay there for a long time, eyes wide open, staring into the night.


#shiner


Available here (Lewis Shiner's website).
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Elephants Dream is the story of two strange characters exploring a capricious and seemingly infinite machine. The elder, Proog, acts as a tour-guide and protector, happily showing off the sights and dangers of the machine to his initially curious but increasingly skeptical protege Emo. As their journey unfolds we discover signs that the machine is not all Proog thinks it is, and his guiding takes on a more desperate aspect.






The story is very simple—I'm not sure you can call it a complete story even—It is about how people create ideas/stories/fictions/social realities and communicate them or impose them on others. Thus Proog has created (in his head) the concept of a special place/machine, that he tries to “show” to Emo.


When Emo doesn't accept his story, Proog becomes desperate and hits him.


It's a parable of human relationships really—You can substitute many ideas (money, religion, social institutions, property) instead of Proog's machine—the story doesn't say that creating ideas is bad, just hints that it is better to share ideas than force them on others. There are lots of little clues/hints about this in the movie—many little things have a meaning—but we're not very “tight” with it, because we are hoping people will have their own ideas about the story, and make a new version of the movie. In this way (and others) we tie the story of the movie with the “open movie” idea



— Bassam Kurdali (director)


#shortmovies


CC BY-NC-ND 2.5


© copyright 2006, Blender Foundation / Netherlands Media Art Institute / www.elephantsdream.org
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The gadget was strictly, beyond any question, a toy. Not a real, workable device. Except for the way it could




Because there were few adults in the crowd, and Colonel “Biff” Hawton stood over six feet tall, he could see every detail of the demonstration. The children – and most of the parents – gaped in wide-eyed wonder. Biff Hawton was too sophisticated to be awed. He stayed on because he wanted to find out what the trick was that made the gadget work.


“It's all explained right here in your instruction book,” the demonstrator said, holding up a garishly printed booklet opened to a four-color diagram. “You all know how magnets pick up things and I bet you even know that the earth itself is one great big magnet – that's why compasses always point north. Well... the Atomic Wonder Space Wave Tapper hangs onto those space waves. Invisibly all about us, and even going right through us, are the magnetic waves of the earth. The Atomic Wonder rides these waves just the way a ship rides the waves in the ocean. Now watch....”


Every eye was on him as he put the gaudy model rocketship on top of the table and stepped back. It was made of stamped metal and seemed as incapable of flying as a can of ham—which it very much resembled Neither wings, propellors, nor jets broke through the painted surface. It rested on three rubber wheels and coming out through the bottom was a double strand of thin insulated wire. This white wire ran across the top of the black table and terminated in a control box in the demonstrator's hand. An indicator light, a switch and a knob appeared to be the only controls.


“I turn on the Power Switch, sending a surge of current to the Wave Receptors,” he said. The switch clicked and the light blinked on and off with a steady pulse. Then the man began to slowly turn the knob. “A careful touch on the Wave Generator is necessary as we are dealing with
the powers of the whole world here....”


A concerted ahhhh swept through the crowd as the Space Wave Tapper shivered a bit, then rose slowly into the air. The demonstrator stepped back and the toy rose higher and higher, bobbing gently on the invisible waves of magnetic force that supported it. Ever so slowly the power was reduced and it settled back to the table.


“Only $17.95,” the young man said, putting a large price sign on the table. “For the complete set of the Atomic Wonder, the Space Tapper control box, battery and instruction book...”


At the appearance of the price card the crowd broke up noisily and the children rushed away towards the operating model trains. The demonstrator's words were lost in their noisy passage, and after a moment he sank into a gloomy silence. He put the control box down, yawned and sat on the edge of the table. Colonel Hawton was the only one left after the crowd had moved on.


“Could you tell me how this thing works?” the colonel asked, coming forward. The demonstrator brightened up and picked up one of the toys.


“Well, if you will look here, sir....” He opened the hinged top. “You will see the Space Wave coils at each end of the ship.” With a pencil he pointed out the odd shaped plastic forms about an inch in diameter that had been wound—apparently at random – with a few turns of copper wire. Except for these coils the interior of the model was empty. The coils were wired together and other wires ran out through the hole in the bottom of the control box. Biff Hawton turned a very quizzical eye on the gadget and upon the demonstrator who completely ignored this sign of disbelief.


“Inside the control box is the battery,” the young man said, snapping it open and pointing to an ordinary flashlight battery. “The current goes through the Power Switch and Power Light to the Wave Generator...”


“What you mean to say,” Biff broke in, “is that the juice from this fifteen cent battery goes through this cheap rheostat to those meaningless coils in the model and absolutely nothing happens. Now tell me what really flies the thing. If I'm going to drop eighteen bucks for
six-bits worth of tin, I want to know what I'm getting.”


The demonstrator flushed. “I'm sorry, sir,” he stammered. “I wasn't trying to hide anything. Like any magic trick this one can't be really demonstrated until it has been purchased.” He leaned forward and whispered confidentially. “I'll tell you what I'll do though. This thing is way overpriced and hasn't been moving at all. The manager said
I could let them go at three dollars if I could find any takers. If you want to buy it for that price...”


“Sold, my boy!” the colonel said, slamming three bills down on the
table. “I'll give that much for it no matter how it works. The boys in the shop will get a kick out of it,” he tapped the winged rocket on his chest. “Now really – what holds it up?”


The demonstrator looked around carefully, then pointed. “Strings!” he said. “Or rather a black thread. It runs from the top of the model, through a tiny loop in the ceiling, and back down to my hand – tied to this ring on my finger. When I back up – the model rises. It's as simple as that.”


“All good illusions are simple,” the colonel grunted, tracing the black “thread with his eye. “As long as there is plenty of flimflam to distract the viewer.”


“If you don't have a black table, a black cloth will do,” the young man said. “And the arch of a doorway is a good site, just see that the room in back is dark.”


“Wrap it up, my boy, I wasn't born yesterday. I'm an old hand at this kind of thing.”





Biff Hawton sprang it at the next Thursday-night poker party. The gang were all missile men and they cheered and jeered as he hammed up the introduction.


“Let me copy the diagram, Biff, I could use some of those magnetic waves in the new bird!”


“Those flashlight batteries are cheaper than lox, this is the thing of the future!”


Only Teddy Kaner caught wise as the flight began. He was an amateur magician and spotted the gimmick at once. He kept silent with professional courtesy, and smiled ironically as the rest of the bunch grew silent one by one. The colonel was a good showman and he had set
the scene well. He almost had them believing in the Space Wave Tapper before he was through. When the model had landed and he had switched it off he couldn't stop them from crowding around the table.


“A thread!” one of the engineers shouted, almost with relief, and they all laughed along with him.


“Too bad,” the head project physicist said, “I was hoping that a little Space Wave Tapping could help us out. Let me try a flight with it.”


“Teddy Kaner first,” Biff announced. “He spotted it while you were all watching the flashing lights, only he didn't say anything.”


Kaner slipped the ring with the black thread over his finger and started to step back.


“You have to turn the switch on first,” Biff said.


“I know,” Kaner smiled. “But that's part of illusion – the spiel and the misdirection. I'm going to try this cold first, so I can get it moving
up and down smoothly, then go through it with the whole works.”


He moved his hand back smoothly, in a professional manner that drew no attention to it. The model lifted from the table – then crashed back
down.


“The thread broke,” Kaner said.


“You jerked it, instead of pulling smoothly,” Biff said and knotted the broken thread. “Here let me show you how to do it.”


The thread broke again when Biff tried it, which got a good laugh that made his collar a little warm. Someone mentioned the poker game.


This was the only time that poker was mentioned or even remembered that night. Because very soon after this they found that the thread would
lift the model only when the switch was on and two and a half volts flowing through the joke coils. With the current turned off the model was too heavy to lift. The thread broke every time.





“I still think it's a screwy idea,” the young man said. “One week
getting fallen arches, demonstrating those toy ships for every brat within a thousand miles. Then selling the things for three bucks when
they must have cost at least a hundred dollars apiece to make.”


“But you did sell the ten of them to people who would be interested?” the older man asked.


“I think so, I caught a few Air Force officers and a colonel in missiles one day. Then there was one official I remembered from the Bureau of Standards. Luckily he didn't recognize me. Then those two professors you
spotted from the university.”


“Then the problem is out of our hands and into theirs. All we have to do now is sit back and wait for results.”


“What results?! These people weren't interested when we were hammering on their doors with the proof. We've patented the coils and can prove to anyone that there is a reduction in weight around them when they are operating....”


“But a small reduction. And we don't know what is causing it. No one can be interested in a thing like that – a fractional weight decrease in a clumsy model, certainly not enough to lift the weight of the generator. No one wrapped up in massive fuel consumption, tons of lift and such is going to have time to worry about a crackpot who thinks he has found a minor slip in Newton's laws.”


“You think they will now?” the young man asked, cracking his knuckles impatiently.


“I know they will. The tensile strength of that thread is correctly adjusted to the weight of the model. The thread will break if you try to lift the model with it. Yet you can lift the model—after a small increment of its weight has been removed by the coils. This is going to bug these men. Nobody is going to ask them to solve the problem or concern themselves with it. But it will nag at them because they know this effect can't possibly exist. They'll see at once that the magnetic-wave theory is nonsense. Or perhaps true? We don't know. But they will all be thinking about it and worrying about it. Someone is
going to experiment in his basement – just as a hobby of course – to find the cause of the error. And he or someone else is going to find out what makes those coils work, or maybe a way to improve them!”


“And we have the patents...”


“Correct. They will be doing the research that will take them out of the massive-lift-propulsion business and into the field of pure space flight.”


“And in doing so they will be making us rich—whenever the time comes to manufacture,” the young man said cynically.


“We'll all be rich, son,” the older man said, patting him on the
shoulder. “Believe me, you're not going to recognize this old world ten years from now.”


#harrison
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A simple tip




If you come here (or elsewhere) from your mobile phone and want to immerse yourself fully in the story, I suggest that you put your phone in “do not disturb” mode or turn off invasive notifications (WhatsApp, Facebook etc.).
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It was on the first day of the new year that the announcement was made, almost simultaneously from three observatories, that the motion of the planet Neptune, the outermost of all the planets that wheel about the sun, had become very erratic.



Ogilvy had already called attention to a suspected retardation in its velocity in December. Such a piece of news was scarcely calculated to interest a world the greater portion of whose inhabitants were unaware of the existence of the planet Neptune, nor outside the astronomical profession did the subsequent discovery of a faint remote speck of light in the region of the perturbed planet cause any very great excitement. Scientific people, however, found the intelligence remarkable enough, even before it became known that the new body was rapidly growing larger and brighter, that its motion was quite different from the orderly progress of the planets, and that the deflection of Neptune and its satellite was becoming now of an unprecedented kind.


Few people without a training in science can realise the huge isolation of the solar system. The sun with its specks of planets, its dust of planetoids, and its impalpable comets, swims in a vacant immensity that almost defeats the imagination. Beyond the orbit of Neptune there is space, vacant so far as human observation has penetrated, without warmth or light or sound, blank emptiness, for twenty million times a million miles. That is the smallest estimate of the distance to be traversed before the very nearest of the stars is attained. And, saving a few comets more unsubstantial than the thinnest flame, no matter had ever to human knowledge crossed this gulf of space, until early in the twentieth century this strange wanderer appeared. A vast mass of matter it was, bulky, heavy, rushing without warning out of the black mystery of the sky into the radiance of the sun. By the second day it was clearly visible to any decent instrument, as a speck with a barely sensible diameter, in the constellation Leo near Regulus. In a little while an opera glass could attain it.


On the third day of the new year the newspaper readers of two hemispheres were made aware for the first time of the real importance of this unusual apparition in the heavens. “A Planetary Collision,” one London paper headed the news, and proclaimed Duchaine's opinion that this strange new planet would probably collide with Neptune. The leader writers enlarged upon the topic. So that in most of the capitals of the world, on January 3rd, there was an expectation, however vague of some imminent phenomenon in the sky; and as the night followed the sunset round the globe, thousands of men turned their eyes skyward to see—the old familiar stars just as they had always been.


Until it was dawn in London and Pollux setting and the stars overhead grown pale. The Winter's dawn it was, a sickly filtering accumulation of daylight, and the light of gas and candles shone yellow in the windows to show where people were astir. But the yawning policeman saw the thing, the busy crowds in the markets stopped agape, workmen going to their work betimes, milkmen, the drivers of news-carts, dissipation going home jaded and pale, homeless wanderers, sentinels on their beats, and in the country, labourers trudging afield, poachers slinking home, all over the dusky quickening country it could be seen—and out at sea by seamen watching for the day—a great white star, come suddenly into the westward sky!


Brighter it was than any star in our skies; brighter than the evening star at its brightest. It still glowed out white and large, no mere twinkling spot of light, but a small round clear shining disc, an hour after the day had come. And where science has not reached, men stared and feared, telling one another of the wars and pestilences that are foreshadowed by these fiery signs in the Heavens. Sturdy Boers, dusky Hottentots, Gold Coast negroes, Frenchmen, Spaniards, Portuguese, stood in the warmth of the sunrise watching the setting of this strange new star.


And in a hundred observatories there had been suppressed excitement, rising almost to shouting pitch, as the two remote bodies had rushed together, and a hurrying to and fro, to gather photographic apparatus and spectroscope, and this appliance and that, to record this novel astonishing sight, the destruction of a world. For it was a world, a sister planet of our earth, far greater than our earth indeed, that had so suddenly flashed into flaming death. Neptune it was, had been struck, fairly and squarely, by the strange planet from outer space and the heat of the concussion had incontinently turned two solid globes into one vast mass of incandescence. Round the world that day, two hours before the dawn, went the pallid great white star, fading only as it sank westward and the sun mounted above it. Everywhere men marvelled at it, but of all those who saw it none could have marvelled more than those sailors, habitual watchers of the stars, who far away at sea had heard nothing of its advent and saw it now rise like a pigmy moon and climb zenithward and hang overhead and sink westward with the passing of the night.


And when next it rose over Europe everywhere were crowds of watchers on hilly slopes, on house-roofs, in open spaces, staring eastward for the rising of the great new star. It rose with a white glow in front of it, like the glare of a white fire, and those who had seen it come into existence the night before cried out at the sight of it. “It is larger,” they cried. “It is brighter!” And, indeed the moon a quarter full and sinking in the west was in its apparent size beyond comparison, but scarcely in all its breadth had it as much brightness now as the little circle of the strange new star.


“It is brighter!” cried the people clustering in the streets. But in the dim observatories the watchers held their breath and peered at one another. “It is nearer,” they said. “Nearer!”


And voice after voice repeated, “It is nearer,” and the clicking telegraph took that up, and it trembled along telephone wires, and in a thousand cities grimy compositors fingered the type. “It is nearer.” Men writing in offices, struck with a strange realisation, flung down their pens, men talking in a thousand places suddenly came upon a grotesque possibility in those words, “It is nearer.” It hurried along awakening streets, it was shouted down the frost-stilled ways of quiet villages, men who had read these things from the throbbing tape stood in yellow-lit doorways shouting the news to the passers-by. “It is nearer.” Pretty women, flushed and glittering, heard the news told jestingly between the dances, and feigned an intelligent interest they did not feel. “Nearer! Indeed. How curious! How very, very clever people must be to find out things like that!”


Lonely tramps faring through the wintry night murmured those words to comfort themselves—looking skyward. “It has need to be nearer, for the night's as cold as charity. Don't seem much warmth from it if it is nearer, all the same.”


“What is a new star to me?” cried the weeping woman kneeling beside her dead.


The schoolboy, rising early for his examination work, puzzled it out for himself—with the great white star, shining broad and bright through the frost-flowers of his window. “Centrifugal, centripetal,” he said, with his chin on his fist. “Stop a planet in its flight, rob it of its centrifugal force, what then? Centripetal has it, and down it falls into the sun! And this—!”


“Do we come in the way? I wonder—”


The light of that day went the way of its brethren, and with the later watches of the frosty darkness rose the strange star again. And it was now so bright that the waxing moon seemed but a pale yellow ghost of itself, hanging huge in the sunset. In a South African city a great man had married, and the streets were alight to welcome his return with his bride. “Even the skies have illuminated,” said the flatterer. Under Capricorn, two negro lovers, daring the wild beasts and evil spirits, for love of one another, crouched together in a cane brake where the fire-flies hovered. “That is our star,” they whispered, and felt strangely comforted by the sweet brilliance of its light.


The master mathematician sat in his private room and pushed the papers from him. His calculations were already finished. In a small white phial there still remained a little of the drug that had kept him awake and active for four long nights. Each day, serene, explicit, patient as ever, he had given his lecture to his students, and then had come back at once to this momentous calculation. His face was grave, a little drawn and hectic from his drugged activity. For some time he seemed lost in thought. Then he went to the window, and the blind went up with a click. Half way up the sky, over the clustering roofs, chimneys and steeples of the city, hung the star.


He looked at it as one might look into the eyes of a brave enemy. “You may kill me,” he said after a silence. “But I can hold you—and all the universe for that matter—in the grip of this little brain. I would not change. Even now.”


He looked at the little phial. “There will be no need of sleep again,” he said. The next day at noon, punctual to the minute, he entered his lecture theatre, put his hat on the end of the table as his habit was, and carefully selected a large piece of chalk. It was a joke among his students that he could not lecture without that piece of chalk to fumble in his fingers, and once he had been stricken to impotence by their hiding his supply. He came and looked under his grey eyebrows at the rising tiers of young fresh faces, and spoke with his accustomed studied commonness of phrasing. “Circumstances have arisen—circumstances beyond my control,” he said and paused, “which will debar me from completing the course I had designed. It would seem, gentlemen, if I may put the thing clearly and briefly, that—Man has lived in vain.”


The students glanced at one another. Had they heard aright? Mad? Raised eyebrows and grinning lips there were, but one or two faces remained intent upon his calm grey-fringed face. “It will be interesting,” he was saying, “to devote this morning to an exposition, so far as I can make it clear to you, of the calculations that have led me to this conclusion. Let us assume—”


He turned towards the blackboard, meditating a diagram in the way that was usual to him. “What was that about 'lived in vain?'” whispered one student to another. “Listen,” said the other, nodding towards the lecturer.


And presently they began to understand.


That night the star rose later, for its proper eastward motion had carried it some way across Leo towards Virgo, and its brightness was so great that the sky became a luminous blue as it rose, and every star was hidden in its turn, save only Jupiter near the zenith, Capella, Aldebaran, Sirius and the pointers of the Bear. It was very white and beautiful. In many parts of the world that night a pallid halo encircled it about. It was perceptibly larger; in the clear refractive sky of the tropics it seemed as if it were nearly a quarter the size of the moon. The frost was still on the ground in England, but the world was as brightly lit as if it were midsummer moonlight. One could see to read quite ordinary print by that cold clear light, and in the cities the lamps burnt yellow and wan.


And everywhere the world was awake that night, and throughout Christendom a sombre murmur hung in the keen air over the countryside like the belling of bees in the heather, and this murmurous tumult grew to a clangour in the cities. It was the tolling of the bells in a million belfry towers and steeples, summoning the people to sleep no more, to sin no more, but to gather in their churches and pray. And overhead, growing larger and brighter, as the earth rolled on its way and the night passed, rose the dazzling star.


And the streets and houses were alight in all the cities, the shipyards glared, and whatever roads led to high country were lit and crowded all night long. And in all the seas about the civilised lands, ships with throbbing engines, and ships with bellying sails, crowded with men and living creatures, were standing out to ocean and the north. For already the warning of the master mathematician had been telegraphed all over the world, and translated into a hundred tongues. The new planet and Neptune, locked in a fiery embrace, were whirling headlong, ever faster and faster towards the sun. Already every second this blazing mass flew a hundred miles, and every second its terrific velocity increased. As it flew now, indeed, it must pass a hundred million of miles wide of the earth and scarcely affect it. But near its destined path, as yet only slightly perturbed, spun the mighty planet Jupiter and his moons sweeping splendid round the sun. Every moment now the attraction between the fiery star and the greatest of the planets grew stronger. And the result of that attraction? Inevitably Jupiter would be deflected from its orbit into an elliptical path, and the burning star, swung by his attraction wide of its sunward rush, would “describe a curved path” and perhaps collide with, and certainly pass very close to, our earth. “Earthquakes, volcanic outbreaks, cyclones, sea waves, floods, and a steady rise in temperature to I know not what limit”—so prophesied the master mathematician.


And overhead, to carry out his words, lonely and cold and livid, blazed the star of the coming doom.


To many who stared at it that night until their eyes ached, it seemed that it was visibly approaching. And that night, too, the weather changed, and the frost that had gripped all Central Europe and France and England softened towards a thaw.


But you must not imagine because I have spoken of people praying through the night and people going aboard ships and people fleeing towards mountainous country that the whole world was already in a terror because of the star. As a matter of fact, use and wont still ruled the world, and save for the talk of idle moments and the splendour of the night, nine human beings out of ten were still busy at their common occupations. In all the cities the shops, save one here and there, opened and closed at their proper hours, the doctor and the undertaker plied their trades, the workers gathered[49] in the factories, soldiers drilled, scholars studied, lovers sought one another, thieves lurked and fled, politicians planned their schemes. The presses of the newspapers roared through the nights, and many a priest of this church and that would not open his holy building to further what he considered a foolish panic. The newspapers insisted on the lesson of the year 1000—for then, too, people had anticipated the end. The star was no star—mere gas—a comet; and were it a star it could not possibly strike the earth. There was no precedent for such a thing. Common sense was sturdy everywhere, scornful, jesting, a little inclined to persecute the obdurate fearful. That night, at seven-fifteen by Greenwich time, the star would be at its nearest to Jupiter. Then the world would see the turn things would take. The master mathematician's grim warnings were treated by many as so much mere elaborate self-advertisement. Common sense at last, a little heated by argument, signified its unalterable convictions by going to bed. So, too, barbarism and savagery, already tired of the novelty, went about their nightly business, and save for a howling dog here and there, the beast world left the star unheeded.


And yet, when at last the watchers in the European States saw the star rise, an hour later it is true, but no larger than it had been the night before, there were still plenty awake to laugh at the master mathematician—to take the danger as if it had passed.


But hereafter the laughter ceased. The star grew—it grew with a terrible steadiness hour after hour, a little larger each hour, a little nearer the midnight zenith, and brighter and brighter, until it had turned night into a second day. Had it come straight to the earth instead of in a curved path, had it lost no velocity to Jupiter, it must have leapt the intervening gulf in a day, but as it was it took five days altogether to come by our planet. The next night it had become a third the size of the moon before it set to English eyes, and the thaw was assured. It rose over America near the size of the moon, but blinding white to look at, and hot; and a breath of hot wind blew now with its rising and gathering strength, and in Virginia, and Brazil, and down the St. Lawrence valley, it shone intermittently through a driving reek of thunder-clouds, flickering violet lightning, and hail unprecedented. In Manitoba was a thaw and devastating floods. And upon all the mountains of the earth the snow and ice began to melt that night, and all the rivers coming out of high country flowed thick and turbid, and soon—in their upper reaches—with swirling trees and the bodies of beasts and men. They rose steadily, steadily in the ghostly brilliance, and came trickling over their banks at last, behind the flying population of their valleys.


And along the coast of Argentina and up the South Atlantic the tides were higher than had ever been in the memory of man, and the storms drove the waters in many cases scores of miles inland, drowning whole cities. And so great grew the heat during the night that the rising of the sun was like the coming of a shadow. The earthquakes began and grew until all down America from the Arctic Circle to Cape Horn, hillsides were sliding, fissures were opening, and houses and walls crumbling to destruction. The whole side of Cotopaxi slipped out in one vast convulsion, and a tumult of lava poured out so high and broad and swift and liquid that in one day it reached the sea.


So the star, with the wan moon in its wake, marched across the Pacific, trailed the thunderstorms like the hem of a robe, and the growing tidal wave that toiled behind it, frothing and eager, poured over island and island and swept them clear of men. Until that wave came at last—in a blinding light and with the breath of a furnace, swift and terrible it came—a wall of water, fifty feet high, roaring hungrily, upon the long coasts of Asia, and swept inland across the plains of China. For a space the star, hotter now and larger and brighter than the sun in its strength, showed with pitiless brilliance the wide and populous country; towns and villages with their pagodas and trees, roads, wide cultivated fields, millions of sleepless people staring in helpless terror at the incandescent sky; and then, low and growing, came the murmur of the flood. And thus it was with millions of men that night—a flight nowhither, with limbs heavy with heat and breath fierce and scant, and the flood like a wall swift and white behind. And then death.


China was lit glowing white, but over Japan and Java and all the islands of Eastern Asia the great star was a ball of dull red fire because of the steam and smoke and ashes the volcanoes were spouting forth to salute its coming. Above was the lava, hot gases and ash, and below the seething floods, and the whole earth swayed and rumbled with the earthquake shocks. Soon the immemorial snows of Thibet and the Himalaya were melting and pouring[53] down by ten million deepening converging channels upon the plains of Burmah and Hindostan. The tangled summits of the Indian jungles were aflame in a thousand places, and below the hurrying waters around the stems were dark objects that still struggled feebly and reflected the blood-red tongues of fire. And in a rudderless confusion a multitude of men and women fled down the broad river-ways to that one last hope of men—the open sea.


Larger grew the star, and larger, hotter, and brighter with a terrible swiftness now. The tropical ocean had lost its phosphorescence, and the whirling steam rose in ghostly wreaths from the black waves that plunged incessantly, speckled with storm-tossed ships.


And then came a wonder. It seemed to those who in Europe watched for the rising of the star that the world must have ceased its rotation. In a thousand open spaces of down and upland the people who had fled thither from the floods and the falling houses and sliding slopes of hill watched for that rising in vain. Hour followed hour through a terrible suspense, and the star rose not. Once again men set their eyes upon the old constellations they had counted lost to them forever. In England it was hot and clear overhead, though the[54] ground quivered perpetually, but in the tropics, Sirius and Capella and Aldebaran showed through a veil of steam. And when at last the great star rose near ten hours late, the sun rose close upon it, and in the centre of its white heart was a disc of black.


Over Asia it was the star had begun to fall behind the movement of the sky, and then suddenly, as it hung over India, its light had been veiled. All the plain of India from the mouth of the Indus to the mouths of the Ganges was a shallow waste of shining water that night, out of which rose temples and palaces, mounds and hills, black with people. Every minaret was a clustering mass of people, who fell one by one into the turbid waters, as heat and terror overcame them. The whole land seemed a-wailing, and suddenly there swept a shadow across that furnace of despair, and a breath of cold wind, and a gathering of clouds, out of the cooling air. Men looking up, near blinded, at the star, saw that a black disc was creeping across the light. It was the moon, coming between the star and the earth. And even as men cried to God at this respite, out of the East with a strange inexplicable swiftness sprang the sun. And then star, sun and moon rushed together across the heavens.


So it was that presently, to the European watchers, star and sun rose close upon each other, drove headlong for a space and then slower, and at last came to rest, star and sun merged into one glare of flame at the zenith of the sky. The moon no longer eclipsed the star but was lost to sight in the brilliance of the sky. And though those who were still alive regarded it for the most part with that dull stupidity that hunger, fatigue, heat and despair engender, there were still men who could perceive the meaning of these signs. Star and earth had been at their nearest, had swung about one another, and the star had passed. Already it was receding, swifter and swifter, in the last stage of its headlong journey downward into the sun.


And then the clouds gathered, blotting out the vision of the sky, the thunder and lightning wove a garment round the world; all over the earth was such a downpour of rain as men had never before seen, and where the volcanoes flared red against the cloud canopy there descended torrents of mud. Everywhere the waters were pouring off the land, leaving mud-silted ruins, and the earth littered like a storm-worn beach with all that had floated, and the dead bodies of the men and brutes, its children.[56] For days the water streamed off the land, sweeping away soil and trees and houses in the way, and piling huge dykes and scooping out Titanic gullies over the country side. Those were the days of darkness that followed the star and the heat. All through them, and for many weeks and months, the earthquakes continued.


But the star had passed, and men, hunger-driven and gathering courage only slowly, might creep back to their ruined cities, buried granaries, and sodden fields. Such few ships as had escaped the storms of that time came stunned and shattered and sounding their way cautiously through the new marks and shoals of once familiar ports. And as the storms subsided men perceived that everywhere the days were hotter than of yore, and the sun larger, and the moon, shrunk to a third of its former size, took now fourscore days between its new and new.


But of the new brotherhood that grew presently among men, of the saving of laws and books and machines, of the strange change that had come over Iceland and Greenland and the shores of Baffin's Bay, so that the sailors coming there presently found them green and gracious, and could scarce believe their eyes, this story does not tell. Nor of the movement of mankind now that the earth was hotter, northward and southward towards the poles of the earth. It concerns itself only with the coming and the passing of the Star.


The Martian astronomers—for there are astronomers on Mars, although they are very different beings from men—were naturally profoundly interested by these things. They saw them from their own standpoint of course. “Considering the mass and temperature of the missile that was flung through our solar system into the sun,” one wrote, “it is astonishing what a little damage the earth, which it missed so narrowly, has sustained. All the familiar continental markings and the masses of the seas remain intact, and indeed the only difference seems to be a shrinkage of the white discolouration (supposed to be frozen water) round either pole.” Which only shows how small the vastest of human catastrophes may seem, at a distance of a few million miles.
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Wilbur Murphy sought romance, excitement, and an impossible Horseman of Space. With polite smiles, the planet frustrated him at every turn—until he found them all the hard way!




HOWARD FRAYBERG, Production Director of Know Your Universe!, was a man of sudden unpredictable moods; and Sam Catlin, the show's Continuity Editor, had learned to expect the worst.


“Sam,” said Frayberg, “regarding the show last night....” He paused to seek the proper words, and Catlin relaxed. Frayberg's frame of mind was merely critical. “Sam, we're in a rut. What's worse, the show's dull!”


Sam Catlin shrugged, not committing himself.


“Seaweed Processors of Alphard IX—who cares about seaweed?”


“It's factual stuff,” said Sam, defensive but not wanting to go too far out on a limb. “We bring 'em everything—color, fact, romance, sight, sound, smell.... Next week, it's the Ball Expedition to the Mixtup Mountains on Gropus.”


Frayberg leaned forward. “Sam, we're working the wrong slant on this stuff.... We've got to loosen up, sock 'em! Shift our ground! Give 'em the old human angle—glamor, mystery, thrills!”


Sam Catlin curled his lips. “I got just what you want.”


“Yeah? Show me.”


Catlin reached into his waste basket. “I filed this just ten minutes ago....” He smoothed out the pages. “'Sequence idea, by Wilbur Murphy. Investigate “Horseman of Space,” the man who rides up to meet incoming space-ships.'”


Frayberg tilted his head to the side. “Rides up on a horse?”


“That's what Wilbur Murphy says.”


“How far up?”


“Does it make any difference?”


“No—I guess not.”


“Well, for your information, it's up ten thousand, twenty thousand miles. He waves to the pilot, takes off his hat to the passengers, then rides back down.”


“And where does all this take place?”


“On—on—” Catlin frowned. “I can write it, but I can't pronounce it.” He printed on his scratch-screen: CIRGAMESÇ.


“Sirgamesk,” read Frayberg.


Catlin shook his head. “That's what it looks like—but those consonants are all aspirated gutturals. It's more like 'Hrrghameshgrrh'.”


“Where did Murphy get this tip?”


“I didn't bother to ask.”


“Well,” mused Frayberg, “we could always do a show on strange superstitions. Is Murphy around?”


“He's explaining his expense account to Shifkin.”


“Get him in here; let's talk to him.”





WILBUR MURPHY had a blond crew-cut, a broad freckled nose, and a serious sidelong squint. He looked from his crumpled sequence idea to Catlin and Frayberg. “Didn't like it, eh?”


“We thought the emphasis should be a little different,” explained Catlin. “Instead of 'The Space Horseman,' we'd give it the working title, 'Odd Superstitions of Hrrghameshgrrh'.”


“Oh, hell!” said Frayberg. “Call it Sirgamesk.”


“Anyway,” said Catlin, “that's the angle.”


“But it's not superstition,” said Murphy.


“Oh, come, Wilbur ...”


“I got this for sheer sober-sided fact. A man rides a horse up to meet the incoming ships!”


“Where did you get this wild fable?”


“My brother-in-law is purser on the Celestial Traveller. At Riker's Planet they make connection with the feeder line out of Cirgamesç.”


“Wait a minute,” said Catlin. “How did you pronounce that?”


“Cirgamesç. The steward on the shuttle-ship gave out this story, and my brother-in-law passed it along to me.”


“Somebody's pulling somebody's leg.”


“My brother-in-law wasn't, and the steward was cold sober.”


“They've been eating bhang. Sirgamesk is a Javanese planet, isn't it?”


“Javanese, Arab, Malay.”


“Then they took a bhang supply with them, and hashish, chat, and a few other sociable herbs.”


“Well, this horseman isn't any drug-dream.”


“No? What is it?”


“So far as I know it's a man on a horse.”


“Ten thousand miles up? In a vacuum?”


“Exactly.”


“No space-suit?”


“That's the story.”


Catlin and Frayberg looked at each other.


“Well, Wilbur,” Catlin began.


Frayberg interrupted. “What we can use, Wilbur, is a sequence on Sirgamesk superstition. Emphasis on voodoo or witchcraft—naked girls dancing—stuff with roots in Earth, but now typically Sirgamesk. Lots of color. Secret rite stuff....”


“Not much room on Cirgamesç for secret rites.”


“It's a big planet, isn't it?”


“Not quite as big as Mars. There's no atmosphere. The settlers live in mountain valleys, with air-tight lids over 'em.”


Catlin flipped the pages of Thumbnail Sketches of the Inhabited Worlds. “Says here there's ancient ruins millions of years old. When the atmosphere went, the population went with it.”


Frayberg became animated. “There's lots of material out there! Go get it, Wilbur! Life! Sex! Excitement! Mystery!”


“Okay,” said Wilbur Murphy.


“But lay off this horseman-in-space. There is a limit to public credulity, and don't you let anyone tell you different.”





CIRGAMESÇ hung outside the port, twenty thousand miles ahead. The steward leaned over Wilbur Murphy's shoulder and pointed a long brown finger. “It was right out there, sir. He came riding up—”


“What kind of a man was it? Strange-looking?”


“No. He was Cirgameski.”


“Oh. You saw him with your own eyes, eh?”


The steward bowed, and his loose white mantle fell forward. “Exactly, sir.”


“No helmet, no space-suit?”


“He wore a short Singhalût vest and pantaloons and a yellow Hadrasi hat. No more.”


“And the horse?”


“Ah, the horse! There's a different matter.”


“Different how?”


“I can't describe the horse. I was intent on the man.”


“Did you recognize him?”


“By the brow of Lord Allah, it's well not to look too closely when such matters occur.”


“Then—you did recognize him!”


“I must be at my task, sir.”


Murphy frowned in vexation at the steward's retreating back, then bent over his camera to check the tape-feed. If anything appeared now, and his eyes could see it, the two-hundred million audience of Know Your Universe! could see it with him.


When he looked up, Murphy made a frantic grab for the stanchion, then relaxed. Cirgamesç had taken the Great Twitch. It was an illusion, a psychological quirk. One instant the planet lay ahead; then a man winked or turned away, and when he looked back, “ahead” had become “below”; the planet had swung an astonishing ninety degrees across the sky, and they were falling!


Murphy leaned against the stanchion. “'The Great Twitch',” he muttered to himself, “I'd like to get that on two hundred million screens!”


Several hours passed. Cirgamesç grew. The Sampan Range rose up like a dark scab; the valley sultanates of Singhalût, Hadra, New Batavia, and Boeng-Bohôt showed like glistening chicken-tracks; the Great Rift Colony of Sundaman stretched down through the foothills like the trail of a slug.


A loudspeaker voice rattled the ship. “Attention passengers for Singhalût and other points on Cirgamesç! Kindly prepare your luggage for disembarkation. Customs at Singhalût are extremely thorough. Passengers are warned to take no weapons, drugs or explosives ashore. This is important!”





THE WARNING turned out to be an understatement. Murphy was plied with questions. He suffered search of an intimate nature. He was three-dimensionally X-rayed with a range of frequencies calculated to excite fluorescence in whatever object he might have secreted in his stomach, in a hollow bone, or under a layer of flesh.


His luggage was explored with similar minute attention, and Murphy rescued his cameras with difficulty. “What're you so damn anxious about? I don't have drugs; I don't have contraband ...”


“It's guns, your excellency. Guns, weapons, explosives ...”


“I don't have any guns.”


“But these objects here?”


“They're cameras. They record pictures and sounds and smells.”


The inspector seized the cases with a glittering smile of triumph. “They resemble no cameras of my experience; I fear I shall have to impound ...”


A young man in loose white pantaloons, a pink vest, pale green cravat and a complex black turban strolled up. The inspector made a swift obeisance, with arms spread wide. “Excellency.”


The young man raised two fingers. “You may find it possible to spare Mr. Murphy any unnecessary formality.”


“As your Excellency recommends....” The inspector nimbly repacked Murphy's belongings, while the young man looked on benignly.


Murphy covertly inspected his face. The skin was smooth, the color of the rising moon; the eyes were narrow, dark, superficially placid. The effect was of silken punctilio with hot ruby blood close beneath.


Satisfied with the inspector's zeal, he turned to Murphy. “Allow me to introduce myself, Tuan Murphy. I am Ali-Tomás, of the House of Singhalût, and my father the Sultan begs you to accept our poor hospitality.”


“Why, thank you,” said Murphy. “This is a very pleasant surprise.”


“If you will allow me to conduct you....” He turned to the inspector. “Mr. Murphy's luggage to the palace.”





MURPHY accompanied Ali-Tomás into the outside light, fitting his own quick step to the prince's feline saunter. This is coming it pretty soft, he said to himself. I'll have a magnificent suite, with bowls of fruit and gin pahits, not to mention two or three silken girls with skin like rich cream bringing me towels in the shower.... Well, well, well, it's not so bad working for Know Your Universe! after all! I suppose I ought to unlimber my camera....


Prince Ali-Tomás watched him with interest. “And what is the audience of Know Your Universe!?”


“We call 'em 'participants'.”


“Expressive. And how many participants do you serve?”


“Oh, the Bowdler Index rises and falls. We've got about two hundred million screens, with five hundred million participants.”


“Fascinating! And tell me—how do you record smells?”


Murphy displayed the odor recorder on the side of the camera, with its gelatinous track which fixed the molecular design.


“And the odors recreated—they are like the originals?”


“Pretty close. Never exact, but none of the participants knows the difference. Sometimes the synthetic odor is an improvement.”


“Astounding!” murmured the prince.


“And sometimes ... Well, Carson Tenlake went out to get the myrrh-blossoms on Venus. It was a hot day—as days usually are on Venus—and a long climb. When the show was run off, there was more smell of Carson than of flowers.”


Prince Ali-Tomás laughed politely. “We turn through here.”


They came out into a compound paved with red, green and white tiles. Beneath the valley roof was a sinuous trough, full of haze and warmth and golden light. As far in either direction as the eye could reach, the hillsides were terraced, barred in various shades of green. Spattering the valley floor were tall canvas pavilions, tents, booths, shelters.


“Naturally,” said Prince Ali-Tomás, “we hope that you and your participants will enjoy Singhalût. It is a truism that, in order to import, we must export; we wish to encourage a pleasurable response to the 'Made in Singhalût' tag on our batiks, carvings, lacquers.”


They rolled quietly across the square in a surface-car displaying the House emblem. Murphy rested against deep, cool cushions. “Your inspectors are pretty careful about weapons.”


Ali-Tomás smiled complacently. “Our existence is ordered and peaceful. You may be familiar with the concept of adak?”


“I don't think so.”


“A word, an idea from old Earth. Every living act is ordered by ritual. But our heritage is passionate—and when unyielding adak stands in the way of an irresistible emotion, there is turbulence, sometimes even killing.”


“An amok.”


“Exactly. It is as well that the amok has no weapons other than his knife. Otherwise he would kill twenty where now he kills one.”


The car rolled along a narrow avenue, scattering pedestrians to either side like the bow of a boat spreading foam. The men wore loose white pantaloons and a short open vest; the women wore only the pantaloons.


“Handsome set of people,” remarked Murphy.


Ali-Tomás again smiled complacently. “I'm sure Singhalût will present an inspiring and beautiful spectacle for your program.”


Murphy remembered the keynote to Howard Frayberg's instructions: “Excitement! Sex! Mystery!” Frayberg cared little for inspiration or beauty. “I imagine,” he said casually, “that you celebrate a number of interesting festivals? Colorful dancing? Unique customs?”


Ali-Tomás shook his head. “To the contrary. We left our superstitions and ancestor-worship back on Earth. We are quiet Mohammedans and indulge in very little festivity. Perhaps here is the reason for amoks and sjambaks.”


“Sjambaks?”


“We are not proud of them. You will hear sly rumor, and it is better that I arm you beforehand with truth.”


“What is a sjambak?”


“They are bandits, flouters of authority. I will show you one presently.”


“I heard,” said Murphy, “of a man riding a horse up to meet the space-ships. What would account for a story like that?”


“It can have no possible basis,” said Prince Ali-Tomás. “We have no horses on Cirgamesç. None whatever.”


“But ...”


“The veriest idle talk. Such nonsense will have no interest for your intelligent participants.”


The car rolled into a square a hundred yards on a side, lined with luxuriant banana palms. Opposite was an enormous pavilion of gold and violet silk, with a dozen peaked gables casting various changing sheens. In the center of the square a twenty-foot pole supported a cage about two feet wide, three feet long, and four feet high.


Inside this cage crouched a naked man.


The car rolled past. Prince Ali-Tomás waved an idle hand. The caged man glared down from bloodshot eyes. “That,” said Ali-Tomás, “is a sjambak. As you see,” a faint note of apology entered his voice, “we attempt to discourage them.”


“What's that metal object on his chest?”


“The mark of his trade. By that you may know all sjambak. In these unsettled times only we of the House may cover our chests—all others must show themselves and declare themselves true Singhalûsi.”


Murphy said tentatively, “I must come back here and photograph that cage.”


Ali-Tomás smilingly shook his head. “I will show you our farms, our vines and orchards. Your participants will enjoy these; they have no interest in the dolor of an ignoble sjambak.”


“Well,” said Murphy, “our aim is a well-rounded production. We want to show the farmers at work, the members of the great House at their responsibilities, as well as the deserved fate of wrongdoers.”


“Exactly. For every sjambak there are ten thousand industrious Singhalûsi. It follows then that only one ten-thousandth part of your film should be devoted to this infamous minority.”


“About three-tenths of a second, eh?”


“No more than they deserve.”


“You don't know my Production Director. His name is Howard Frayberg, and ...”





HOWARD FRAYBERG was deep in conference with Sam Catlin, under the influence of what Catlin called his philosophic kick. It was the phase which Catlin feared most.


“Sam,” said Frayberg, “do you know the danger of this business?”


“Ulcers,” Catlin replied promptly.


Frayberg shook his head. “We've got an occupational disease to fight—progressive mental myopia.”


“Speak for yourself,” said Catlin.


“Consider. We sit in this office. We think we know what kind of show we want. We send out our staff to get it. We're signing the checks, so back it comes the way we asked for it. We look at it, hear it, smell it—and pretty soon we believe it: our version of the universe, full-blown from our brains like Minerva stepping out of Zeus. You see what I mean?”


“I understand the words.”


“We've got our own picture of what's going on. We ask for it, we get it. It builds up and up—and finally we're like mice in a trap built of our own ideas. We cannibalize our own brains.”


“Nobody'll ever accuse you of being stingy with a metaphor.”


“Sam, let's have the truth. How many times have you been off Earth?”


“I went to Mars once. And I spent a couple of weeks at Aristillus Resort on the Moon.”


Frayberg leaned back in his chair as if shocked. “And we're supposed to be a couple of learned planetologists!”


Catlin made grumbling noise in his throat. “I haven't been around the zodiac, so what? You sneezed a few minutes ago and I said gesundheit, but I don't have any doctor's degree.”


“There comes a time in a man's life,” said Frayberg, “when he wants to take stock, get a new perspective.”


“Relax, Howard, relax.”


“In our case it means taking out our preconceived ideas, looking at them, checking our illusions against reality.”


“Are you serious about this?”


“Another thing,” said Frayberg, “I want to check up a little. Shifkin says the expense accounts are frightful. But he can't fight it. When Keeler says he paid ten munits for a loaf of bread on Nekkar IV, who's gonna call him on it?”


“Hell, let him eat bread! That's cheaper than making a safari around the cluster, spot-checking the super-markets.”


Frayberg paid no heed. He touched a button; a three-foot sphere full of glistening motes appeared. Earth was at the center, with thin red lines, the scheduled space-ship routes, radiating out in all directions.


“Let's see what kind of circle we can make,” said Frayberg. “Gower's here at Canopus, Keeler's over here at Blue Moon, Wilbur Murphy's at Sirgamesk ...”


“Don't forget,” muttered Catlin, “we got a show to put on.”


“We've got material for a year,” scoffed Frayberg. “Get hold of Space-Lines. We'll start with Sirgamesk, and see what Wilbur Murphy's up to.”





WILBUR MURPHY was being presented to the Sultan of Singhalût by the Prince Ali-Tomás. The Sultan, a small mild man of seventy, sat crosslegged on an enormous pink and green air-cushion. “Be at your ease, Mr. Murphy. We dispense with as much protocol here as practicable.” The Sultan had a dry clipped voice and the air of a rather harassed corporation executive. “I understand you represent Earth-Central Home Screen Network?”


“I'm a staff photographer for the Know Your Universe! show.”


“We export a great deal to Earth,” mused the Sultan, “but not as much as we'd like. We're very pleased with your interest in us, and naturally we want to help you in every way possible. Tomorrow the Keeper of the Archives will present a series of charts analyzing our economy. Ali-Tomás shall personally conduct you through the fish-hatcheries. We want you to know we're doing a great job out here on Singhalût.”


“I'm sure you are,” said Murphy uncomfortably. “However, that isn't quite the stuff I want.”


“No? Just where do your desires lie?”


Ali-Tomás said delicately. “Mr. Murphy took a rather profound interest in the sjambak displayed in the square.”


“Oh. And you explained that these renegades could hold no interest for serious students of our planet?”


Murphy started to explain that clustered around two hundred million screens tuned to Know Your Universe! were four or five hundred million participants, the greater part of them neither serious nor students. The Sultan cut in decisively. “I will now impart something truly interesting. We Singhalûsi are making preparations to reclaim four more valleys, with an added area of six hundred thousand acres! I shall put my physiographic models at your disposal; you may use them to the fullest extent!”


“I'll be pleased for the opportunity,” declared Murphy. “But tomorrow I'd like to prowl around the valley, meet your people, observe their customs, religious rites, courtships, funerals ...”


The Sultan pulled a sour face. “We are ditch-water dull. Festivals are celebrated quietly in the home; there is small religious fervor; courtships are consummated by family contract. I fear you will find little sensational material here in Singhalût.”


“You have no temple dances?” asked Murphy. “No fire-walkers, snake-charmers—voodoo?”


The Sultan smiled patronizingly. “We came out here to Cirgamesç to escape the ancient superstitions. Our lives are calm, orderly. Even the amoks have practically disappeared.”


“But the sjambaks—”


“Negligible.”


“Well,” said Murphy, “I'd like to visit some of these ancient cities.”


“I advise against it,” declared the Sultan. “They are shards, weathered stone. There are no inscriptions, no art. There is no stimulation in dead stone. Now. Tomorrow I will hear a report on hybrid soybean plantings in the Upper Kam District. You will want to be present.”








MURPHY'S SUITE matched or even excelled his expectation. He had four rooms and a private garden enclosed by a thicket of bamboo. His bathroom walls were slabs of glossy actinolite, inlaid with cinnabar, jade, galena, pyrite and blue malachite, in representations of fantastic birds. His bedroom was a tent thirty feet high. Two walls were dark green fabric; a third was golden rust; the fourth opened upon the private garden.


Murphy's bed was a pink and yellow creation ten feet square, soft as cobweb, smelling of rose sandalwood. Carved black lacquer tubs held fruit; two dozen wines, liquors, syrups, essences flowed at a touch from as many ebony spigots.


The garden centered on a pool of cool water, very pleasant in the hothouse climate of Singhalût. The only shortcoming was the lack of the lovely young servitors Murphy had envisioned. He took it upon himself to repair this lack, and in a shady wine-house behind the palace, called the Barangipan, he made the acquaintance of a girl-musician named Soek Panjoebang. He found her enticing tones of quavering sweetness from the gamelan, an instrument well-loved in Old Bali. Soek Panjoebang had the delicate features and transparent skin of Sumatra, the supple long limbs of Arabia and in a pair of wide and golden eyes a heritage from somewhere in Celtic Europe. Murphy bought her a goblet of frozen shavings, each a different perfume, while he himself drank white rice-beer. Soek Panjoebang displayed an intense interest in the ways of Earth, and Murphy found it hard to guide the conversation. “Weelbrrr,” she said. “Such a funny name, Weelbrrr. Do you think I could play the gamelan in the great cities, the great palaces of Earth?”


“Sure. There's no law against gamelans.”


“You talk so funny, Weelbrrr. I like to hear you talk.”


“I suppose you get kinda bored here in Singhalût?”


She shrugged. “Life is pleasant, but it concerns with little things. We have no great adventures. We grow flowers, we play the gamelan.” She eyed him archly sidelong. “We love.... We sleep....”


Murphy grinned. “You run amok.”


“No, no, no. That is no more.”


“Not since the sjambaks, eh?”


“The sjambaks are bad. But better than amok. When a man feels the knot forming around his chest, he no longer takes his kris and runs down the street—he becomes sjambak.”


This was getting interesting. “Where does he go? What does he do?”


“He robs.”


“Who does he rob? What does he do with his loot?”


She leaned toward him. “It is not well to talk of them.”


“Why not?”


“The Sultan does not wish it. Everywhere are listeners. When one talks sjambak, the Sultan's ears rise, like the points on a cat.”


“Suppose they do—what's the difference? I've got a legitimate interest. I saw one of them in that cage out there. That's torture. I want to know about it.”


“He is very bad. He opened the monorail car and the air rushed out. Forty-two Singhalûsi and Hadrasi bloated and blew up.”


“And what happened to the sjambak?”


“He took all the gold and money and jewels and ran away.”


“Ran where?”


“Out across Great Pharasang Plain. But he was a fool. He came back to Singhalût for his wife; he was caught and set up for all people to look at, so they might tell each other, 'thus it is for sjambaks.'”


“Where do the sjambaks hide out?”


“Oh,” she looked vaguely around the room, “out on the plains. In the mountains.”


“They must have some shelter—an air-dome.”


“No. The Sultan would send out his patrol-boat and destroy them. They roam quietly. They hide among the rocks and tend their oxygen stills. Sometimes they visit the old cities.”


“I wonder,” said Murphy, staring into his beer, “could it be sjambaks who ride horses up to meet the space-ship?”


Soek Panjoebang knit her black eyebrows, as if preoccupied.


“That's what brought me out here,” Murphy went on. “This story of a man riding a horse out in space.”


“Ridiculous; we have no horses in Cirgamesç.”


“All right, the steward won't swear to the horse. Suppose the man was up there on foot or riding a bicycle. But the steward recognized the man.”


“Who was this man, pray?”


“The steward clammed up.... The name would have been just noise to me, anyway.”


“I might recognize the name....”


“Ask him yourself. The ship's still out at the field.”


She shook her head slowly, holding her golden eyes on his face. “I do not care to attract the attention of either steward, sjambak—or Sultan.”


Murphy said impatiently. “In any event, it's not who—but how. How does the man breathe? Vacuum sucks a man's lungs up out of his mouth, bursts his stomach, his ears....”


“We have excellent doctors,” said Soek Panjoebang shuddering, “but alas! I am not one of them.”





MURPHY LOOKED at her sharply. Her voice held the plangent sweetness of her instrument, with additional overtones of mockery. “There must be some kind of invisible dome around him, holding in air,” said Murphy.


“And what if there is?”


“It's something new, and if it is, I want to find out about it.”


Soek smiled languidly. “You are so typical an old-lander—worried, frowning, dynamic. You should relax, cultivate napaû, enjoy life as we do here in Singhalût.”


“What's napaû?”


“It's our philosophy, where we find meaning and life and beauty in every aspect of the world.”


“That sjambak in the cage could do with a little less napaû right now.”


“No doubt he is unhappy,” she agreed.


“Unhappy! He's being tortured!”


“He broke the Sultan's law. His life is no longer his own. It belongs to Singhalût. If the Sultan wishes to use it to warn other wrongdoers, the fact that the man suffers is of small interest.”


“If they all wear that metal ornament, how can they hope to hide out?” He glanced at her own bare bosom.


“They appear by night—slip through the streets like ghosts....” She looked in turn at Murphy's loose shirt. “You will notice persons brushing up against you, feeling you,” she laid her hand along his breast, “and when this happens you will know they are agents of the Sultan, because only strangers and the House may wear shirts. But now, let me sing to you—a song from the Old Land, old Java. You will not understand the tongue, but no other words so join the voice of the gamelan.”


“THIS IS the gravy-train,” said Murphy. “Instead of a garden suite with a private pool, I usually sleep in a bubble-tent, with nothing to eat but condensed food.”


Soek Panjoebang flung the water out of her sleek black hair. “Perhaps, Weelbrrr, you will regret leaving Cirgamesç?”


“Well,” he looked up to the transparent roof, barely visible where the sunlight collected and refracted, “I don't particularly like being shut up like a bird in an aviary.... Mildly claustrophobic, I guess.”


After breakfast, drinking thick coffee from tiny silver cups, Murphy looked long and reflectively at Soek Panjoebang.


“What are you thinking, Weelbrrr?”


Murphy drained his coffee. “I'm thinking that I'd better be getting to work.”


“And what do you do?”


“First I'm going to shoot the palace, and you sitting here in the garden playing your gamelan.”


“But Weelbrrr—not me!”


“You're a part of the universe, rather an interesting part. Then I'll take the square....”


“And the sjambak?”


A quiet voice spoke from behind. “A visitor, Tuan Murphy.”


Murphy turned his head. “Bring him in.” He looked back to Soek Panjoebang. She was on her feet.


“It is necessary that I go.”


“When will I see you?”


“Tonight—at the Barangipan.”





THE QUIET VOICE said, “Mr. Rube Trimmer, Tuan.”


Trimmer was small and middle-aged, with thin shoulders and a paunch. He carried himself with a hell-raising swagger, left over from a time twenty years gone. His skin had the waxy look of lost floridity, his tuft of white hair was coarse and thin, his eyelids hung in the off-side droop that amateur physiognomists like to associate with guile.


“I'm Resident Director of the Import-Export Bank,” said Trimmer. “Heard you were here and thought I'd pay my respects.”


“I suppose you don't see many strangers.”


“Not too many—there's nothing much to bring 'em. Cirgamesç isn't a comfortable tourist planet. Too confined, shut in. A man with a sensitive psyche goes nuts pretty easy here.”


“Yeah,” said Murphy. “I was thinking the same thing this morning. That dome begins to give a man the willies. How do the natives stand it? Or do they?”


Trimmer pulled out a cigar case. Murphy refused the offer.


“Local tobacco,” said Trimmer. “Very good.” He lit up thoughtfully. “Well, you might say that the Cirgameski are schizophrenic. They've got the docile Javanese blood, plus the Arabian élan. The Javanese part is on top, but every once in a while you see a flash of arrogance.... You never know. I've been out here nine years and I'm still a stranger.” He puffed on his cigar, studied Murphy with his careful eyes. “You work for Know Your Universe!, I hear.”


“Yeah. I'm one of the leg men.”


“Must be a great job.”


“A man sees a lot of the galaxy, and he runs into queer tales, like this sjambak stuff.”


Trimmer nodded without surprise. “My advice to you, Murphy, is lay off the sjambaks. They're not healthy around here.”


Murphy was startled by the bluntness. “What's the big mystery about these sjambaks?”


Trimmer looked around the room. “This place is bugged.”


“I found two pick-ups and plugged 'em,” said Murphy.


Trimmer laughed. “Those were just plants. They hide 'em where a man might just barely spot 'em. You can't catch the real ones. They're woven into the cloth—pressure-sensitive wires.”


Murphy looked critically at the cloth walls.


“Don't let it worry you,” said Trimmer. “They listen more out of habit than anything else. If you're fussy we'll go for a walk.”


The road led past the palace into the country. Murphy and Trimmer sauntered along a placid river, overgrown with lily pads, swarming with large white ducks.


“This sjambak business,” said Murphy. “Everybody talks around it. You can't pin anybody down.”


“Including me,” said Trimmer. “I'm more or less privileged around here. The Sultan finances his reclamation through the bank, on the basis of my reports. But there's more to Singhalût than the Sultan.”


“Namely?”


Trimmer waved his cigar waggishly. “Now we're getting in where I don't like to talk. I'll give you a hint. Prince Ali thinks roofing-in more valleys is a waste of money, when there's Hadra and New Batavia and Sundaman so close.”


“You mean—armed conquest?”


Trimmer laughed. “You said it, not me.”


“They can't carry on much of a war—unless the soldiers commute by monorail.”


“Maybe Prince Ali thinks he's got the answer.”


“Sjambaks?”


“I didn't say it,” said Trimmer blandly.


Murphy grinned. After a moment he said. “I picked up with a girl named Soek Panjoebang who plays the gamelan. I suppose she's working for either the Sultan or Prince Ali. Do you know which?”


Trimmer's eyes sparkled. He shook his head. “Might be either one. There's a way to find out.”


“Yeah?”


“Get her off where you're sure there's no spy-cells. Tell her two things—one for Ali, the other for the Sultan. Whichever one reacts you know you've got her tagged.”


“For instance?”


“Well, for instance she learns that you can rig up a hypnotic ray from a flashlight battery, a piece of bamboo, and a few lengths of wire. That'll get Ali in an awful sweat. He can't get weapons. None at all. And for the Sultan,” Trimmer was warming up to his intrigue, chewing on his cigar with gusto, “tell her you're on to a catalyst that turns clay into aluminum and oxygen in the presence of sunlight. The Sultan would sell his right leg for something like that. He tries hard for Singhalût and Cirgamesç.”


“And Ali?”


Trimmer hesitated. “I never said what I'm gonna say. Don't forget—I never said it.”


“Okay, you never said it.”


“Ever hear of a jehad?”


“Mohammedan holy wars.”


“Believe it or not, Ali wants a jehad.”


“Sounds kinda fantastic.”


“Sure it's fantastic. Don't forget, I never said anything about it. But suppose someone—strictly unofficial, of course—let the idea percolate around the Peace Office back home.”


“Ah,” said Murphy. “That's why you came to see me.”





TRIMMER TURNED a look of injured innocence. “Now, Murphy, you're a little unfair. I'm a friendly guy. Of course I don't like to see the bank lose what we've got tied up in the Sultan.”


“Why don't you send in a report yourself?”


“I have! But when they hear the same thing from you, a Know Your Universe! man, they might make a move.”


Murphy nodded.


“Well, we understand each other,” said Trimmer heartily, “and everything's clear.”


“Not entirely. How's Ali going to launch a jehad when he doesn't have any weapons, no warships, no supplies?”


“Now,” said Trimmer, “we're getting into the realm of supposition.” He paused, looked behind him. A farmer pushing a rotary tiller, bowed politely, trundled ahead. Behind was a young man in a black turban, gold earrings, a black and red vest, white pantaloons, black curl-toed slippers. He bowed, started past. Trimmer held up his hand. “Don't waste your time up there; we're going back in a few minutes.”


“Thank you, Tuan.”


“Who are you reporting to? The Sultan or Prince Ali?”


“The Tuan is sure to pierce the veil of my evasions. I shall not dissemble. I am the Sultan's man.”


Trimmer nodded. “Now, if you'll kindly remove to about a hundred yards, where your whisper pick-up won't work.”


“By your leave, I go.” He retreated without haste.


“He's almost certainly working for Ali,” said Trimmer.


“Not a very subtle lie.”


“Oh, yes—third level. He figured I'd take it second level.”


“How's that again?”


“Naturally I wouldn't believe him. He knew I knew that he knew it. So when he said 'Sultan', I'd think he wouldn't lie simply, but that he'd lie double—that he actually was working for the Sultan.”


Murphy laughed. “Suppose he told you a fourth-level lie?”


“It starts to be a toss-up pretty soon,” Trimmer admitted. “I don't think he gives me credit for that much subtlety.... What are you doing the rest of the day?”


“Taking footage. Do you know where I can find some picturesque rites? Mystical dances, human sacrifice? I've got to work up some glamor and exotic lore.”


“There's this sjambak in the cage. That's about as close to the medieval as you'll find anywhere in Earth Commonwealth.”


“Speaking of sjambaks ...”


“No time,” said Trimmer. “Got to get back. Drop in at my office—right down the square from the palace.”


MURPHY RETURNED to his suite. The shadowy figure of his room servant said, “His Highness the Sultan desires the Tuan's attendance in the Cascade Garden.”


“Thank you,” said Murphy. “As soon as I load my camera.”


The Cascade Room was an open patio in front of an artificial waterfall. The Sultan was pacing back and forth, wearing dusty khaki puttees, brown plastic boots, a yellow polo shirt. He carried a twig which he used as a riding crop, slapping his boots as he walked. He turned his head as Murphy appeared, pointed his twig at a wicker bench.


“I pray you sit down, Mr. Murphy.” He paced once up and back. “How is your suite? You find it to your liking?”


“Very much so.”


“Excellent,” said the Sultan. “You do me honor with your presence.”


Murphy waited patiently.


“I understand that you had a visitor this morning,” said the Sultan.


“Yes. Mr. Trimmer.”


“May I inquire the nature of the conversation?”


“It was of a personal nature,” said Murphy, rather more shortly than he meant.


The Sultan nodded wistfully. “A Singhalûsi would have wasted an hour telling me half-truths—distorted enough to confuse, but not sufficiently inaccurate to anger me if I had a spy-cell on him all the time.”


Murphy grinned. “A Singhalûsi has to live here the rest of his life.”


A servant wheeled a frosted cabinet before them, placed goblets under two spigots, withdrew. The Sultan cleared his throat. “Trimmer is an excellent fellow, but unbelievably loquacious.”


Murphy drew himself two inches of chilled rosy-pale liquor. The Sultan slapped his boots with the twig. “Undoubtedly he confided all my private business to you, or at least as much as I have allowed him to learn.”


“Well—he spoke of your hope to increase the compass of Singhalût.”


“That, my friend, is no hope; it's absolute necessity. Our population density is fifteen hundred to the square mile. We must expand or smother. There'll be too little food to eat, too little oxygen to breathe.”


Murphy suddenly came to life. “I could make that idea the theme of my feature! Singhalût Dilemma: Expand or Perish!”


“No, that would be inadvisable, inapplicable.”


Murphy was not convinced. “It sounds like a natural.”


The Sultan smiled. “I'll impart an item of confidential information—although Trimmer no doubt has preceded me with it.” He gave his boots an irritated whack. “To expand I need funds. Funds are best secured in an atmosphere of calm and confidence. The implication of emergency would be disastrous to my aims.”


“Well,” said Murphy, “I see your position.”


The Sultan glanced at Murphy sidelong. “Anticipating your cooperation, my Minister of Propaganda has arranged an hour's program, stressing our progressive social attitude, our prosperity and financial prospects ...”


“But, Sultan ...”


“Well?”


“I can't allow your Minister of Propaganda to use me and Know Your Universe! as a kind of investment brochure.”


The Sultan nodded wearily. “I expected you to take that attitude.... Well—what do you yourself have in mind?”


“I've been looking for something to tie to,” said Murphy. “I think it's going to be the dramatic contrast between the ruined cities and the new domed valleys. How the Earth settlers succeeded where the ancient people failed to meet the challenge of the dissipating atmosphere.”


“Well,” the Sultan said grudgingly, “that's not too bad.”


“Today I want to take some shots of the palace, the dome, the city, the paddies, groves, orchards, farms. Tomorrow I'm taking a trip out to one of the ruins.”


“I see,” said the Sultan. “Then you won't need my charts and statistics?”


“Well, Sultan, I could film the stuff your Propaganda Minister cooked up, and I could take it back to Earth. Howard Frayberg or Sam Catlin would tear into it, rip it apart, lard in some head-hunting, a little cannibalism and temple prostitution, and you'd never know you were watching Singhalût. You'd scream with horror, and I'd be fired.”


“In that case,” said the Sultan, “I will leave you to the dictates of your conscience.”





HOWARD FRAYBERG looked around the gray landscape of Riker's Planet, gazed out over the roaring black Mogador Ocean. “Sam, I think there's a story out there.”


Sam Catlin shivered inside his electrically heated glass overcoat. “Out on that ocean? It's full of man-eating plesiosaurs—horrible things forty feet long.”


“Suppose we worked something out on the line of Moby Dick? The White Monster of the Mogador Ocean. We'd set sail in a catamaran—”


“Us?”


“No,” said Frayberg impatiently. “Of course not us. Two or three of the staff. They'd sail out there, look over these gray and red monsters, maybe fake a fight or two, but all the time they're after the legendary white one. How's it sound?”


“I don't think we pay our men enough money.”


“Wilbur Murphy might do it. He's willing to look for a man riding a horse up to meet his space-ships.”


“He might draw the line at a white plesiosaur riding up to meet his catamaran.”


Frayberg turned away. “Somebody's got to have ideas around here....”


“We'd better head back to the space-port,” said Catlin. “We got two hours to make the Sirgamesk shuttle.”





WILBUR MURPHY sat in the Barangipan, watching marionettes performing to xylophone, castanet, gong and gamelan. The drama had its roots in proto-historic Mohenjō-Darō. It had filtered down through ancient India, medieval Burma, Malaya, across the Straits of Malacca to Sumatra and Java; from modern Java across space to Cirgamesç, five thousand years of time, two hundred light-years of space. Somewhere along the route it had met and assimilated modern technology. Magnetic beams controlled arms, legs and bodies, guided the poses and posturings. The manipulator's face, by agency of clip, wire, radio control and minuscule selsyn, projected his scowl, smile, sneer or grimace to the peaked little face he controlled. The language was that of Old Java, which perhaps a third of the spectators understood. This portion did not include Murphy, and when the performance ended he was no wiser than at the start.


Soek Panjoebang slipped into the seat beside Murphy. She wore musician's garb: a sarong of brown, blue, and black batik, and a fantastic headdress of tiny silver bells. She greeted him with enthusiasm.


“Weelbrrr! I saw you watching....”


“It was very interesting.”


“Ah, yes.” She sighed. “Weelbrrr, you take me with you back to Earth? You make me a great picturama star, please, Weelbrrr?”


“Well, I don't know about that.”


“I behave very well, Weelbrrr.” She nuzzled his shoulder, looked soulfully up with her shiny yellow-hazel eyes. Murphy nearly forgot the experiment he intended to perform.


“What did you do today, Weelbrrr? You look at all the pretty girls?”


“Nope. I ran footage. Got the palace, climbed the ridge up to the condensation vanes. I never knew there was so much water in the air till I saw the stream pouring off those vanes! And hot!”


“We have much sunlight; it makes the rice grow.”


“The Sultan ought to put some of that excess light to work. There's a secret process.... Well, I'd better not say.”


“Oh come, Weelbrrr! Tell me your secrets!”


“It's not much of a secret. Just a catalyst that separates clay into aluminum and oxygen when sunlight shines on it.”


Soek's eyebrows rose, poised in place like a seagull riding the wind. “Weelbrrr! I did not know you for a man of learning!”


“Oh, you thought I was just a bum, eh? Good enough to make picturama stars out of gamelan players, but no special genius....”


“No, no, Weelbrrr.”


“I know lots of tricks. I can take a flashlight battery, a piece of copper foil, a few transistors and bamboo tube and turn out a paralyzer gun that'll stop a man cold in his tracks. And you know how much it costs?”


“No, Weelbrrr. How much?”


“Ten cents. It wears out after two or three months, but what's the difference? I make 'em as a hobby—turn out two or three an hour.”


“Weelbrrr! You're a man of marvels! Hello! We will drink!”


And Murphy settled back in the wicker chair, sipping his rice beer.


“TODAY,” said Murphy, “I get into a space-suit, and ride out to the ruins in the plain. Ghatamipol, I think they're called. Like to come?”


“No, Weelbrrr.” Soek Panjoebang looked off into the garden, her hands busy tucking a flower into her hair. A few minutes later she said, “Why must you waste your time among the rocks? There are better things to do and see. And it might well be—dangerous.” She murmured the last word off-handedly.


“Danger? From the sjambaks?”


“Yes, perhaps.”


“The Sultan's giving me a guard. Twenty men with crossbows.”


“The sjambaks carry shields.”


“Why should they risk their lives attacking me?”


Soek Panjoebang shrugged. After a moment she rose to her feet. “Goodbye, Weelbrrr.”


“Goodbye? Isn't this rather abrupt? Won't I see you tonight?”


“If so be Allah's will.”


Murphy looked after the lithe swaying figure. She paused, plucked a yellow flower, looked over her shoulder. Her eyes, yellow as the flower, lucent as water-jewels, held his. Her face was utterly expressionless. She turned, tossed away the flower with a jaunty gesture, and continued, her shoulders swinging.


Murphy breathed deeply. She might have made picturama at that....


One hour later he met his escort at the valley gate. They were dressed in space-suits for the plains, twenty men with sullen faces. The trip to Ghatamipol clearly was not to their liking. Murphy climbed into his own suit, checked the oxygen pressure gauge, the seal at his collar. “All ready, boys?”


No one spoke. The silence drew out. The gatekeeper, on hand to let the party out, snickered. “They're all ready, Tuan.”


“Well,” said Murphy, “let's go then.”


Outside the gate Murphy made a second check of his equipment. No leaks in his suit. Inside pressure: 14.6. Outside pressure: zero. His twenty guards morosely inspected their crossbows and slim swords.


The white ruins of Ghatamipol lay five miles across Pharasang Plain. The horizon was clear, the sun was high, the sky was black.


Murphy's radio hummed. Someone said sharply, “Look! There it goes!” He wheeled around; his guards had halted, and were pointing. He saw a fleet something vanishing into the distance.


“Let's go,” said Murphy. “There's nothing out there.”


“Sjambak.”


“Well, there's only one of them.”


“Where one walks, others follow.”


“That's why the twenty of you are here.”


“It is madness! Challenging the sjambaks!”


“What is gained?” another argued.


“I'll be the judge of that,” said Murphy, and set off along the plain. The warriors reluctantly followed, muttering to each other over their radio intercoms.





THE ERODED city walls rose above them, occupied more and more of the sky. The platoon leader said in an angry voice, “We have gone far enough.”


“You're under my orders,” said Murphy. “We're going through the gate.” He punched the button on his camera and passed under the monstrous portal.


The city was frailer stuff than the wall, and had succumbed to the thin storms which had raged a million years after the passing of life. Murphy marvelled at the scope of the ruins. Virgin archaeological territory! No telling what a few weeks digging might turn up. Murphy considered his expense account. Shifkin was the obstacle.


There'd be tremendous prestige and publicity for Know Your Universe! if Murphy uncovered a tomb, a library, works of art. The Sultan would gladly provide diggers. They were a sturdy enough people; they could make quite a showing in a week, if they were able to put aside their superstitions, fears and dreads.


Murphy sized one of them up from the corner of his eye. He sat on a sunny slab of rock, and if he felt uneasy he concealed it quite successfully. In fact, thought Murphy, he appeared completely relaxed. Maybe the problem of securing diggers was a minor one after all....


And here was an odd sidelight on the Singhalûsi character. Once clear of the valley the man openly wore his shirt, a fine loose garment of electric blue, in defiance of the Sultan's edict. Of course out here he might be cold....


Murphy felt his own skin crawling. How could he be cold? How could he be alive? Where was his space-suit? He lounged on the rock, grinning sardonically at Murphy. He wore heavy sandals, a black turban, loose breeches, the blue shirt. Nothing more.


Where were the others?


Murphy turned a feverish glance over his shoulder. A good three miles distant, bounding and leaping toward Singhalût, were twenty desperate figures. They all wore space-suits. This man here ... A sjambak? A wizard? A hallucination?





THE CREATURE rose to his feet, strode springily toward Murphy. He carried a crossbow and a sword, like those of Murphy's fleet-footed guards. But he wore no space-suit. Could there be breathable traces of an atmosphere? Murphy glanced at his gauge. Outside pressure: zero.


Two other men appeared, moving with long elastic steps. Their eyes were bright, their faces flushed. They came up to Murphy, took his arm. They were solid, corporeal. They had no invisible force fields around their heads.


Murphy jerked his arm free. “Let go of me, damn it!” But they certainly couldn't hear him through the vacuum.


He glanced over his shoulder. The first man held his naked blade a foot or two behind Murphy's bulging space-suit. Murphy made no further resistance. He punched the button on his camera to automatic. It would now run for several hours, recording one hundred pictures per second, a thousand to the inch.


The sjambaks led Murphy two hundred yards to a metal door. They opened it, pushed Murphy inside, banged it shut. Murphy felt the vibration through his shoes, heard a gradually waxing hum. His gauge showed an outside pressure of 5, 10, 12, 14, 14.5. An inner door opened. Hands pulled Murphy in, unclamped his dome.


“Just what's going on here?” demanded Murphy angrily.


Prince Ali-Tomás pointed to a table. Murphy saw a flashlight battery, aluminum foil, wire, a transistor kit, metal tubing, tools, a few other odds and ends.


“There it is,” said Prince Ali-Tomás. “Get to work. Let's see one of these paralysis weapons you boast of.”


“Just like that, eh?”


“Just like that.”


“What do you want 'em for?”


“Does it matter?”


“I'd like to know.” Murphy was conscious of his camera, recording sight, sound, odor.


“I lead an army,” said Ali-Tomás, “but they march without weapons. Give me weapons! I will carry the word to Hadra, to New Batavia, to Sundaman, to Boeng-Bohôt!”


“How? Why?”


“It is enough that I will it. Again, I beg of you ...” He indicated the table.


Murphy laughed. “I've got myself in a fine mess. Suppose I don't make this weapon for you?”


“You'll remain until you do, under increasingly difficult conditions.”


“I'll be here a long time.”


“If such is the case,” said Ali-Tomás, “we must make our arrangements for your care on a long-term basis.”


Ali made a gesture. Hands seized Murphy's shoulders. A respirator was held to his nostrils. He thought of his camera, and he could have laughed. Mystery! Excitement! Thrills! Dramatic sequence for Know Your Universe! Staff-man murdered by fanatics! The crime recorded on his own camera! See the blood, hear his death-rattle, smell the poison!


The vapor choked him. What a break! What a sequence!





“SIRGAMESK,” said Howard Frayberg, “bigger and brighter every minute.”


“It must've been just about in here,” said Catlin, “that Wilbur's horseback rider appeared.”


“That's right! Steward!”


“Yes, sir?”


“We're about twenty thousand miles out, aren't we?”


“About fifteen thousand, sir.”


“Sidereal Cavalry! What an idea! I wonder how Wilbur's making out on his superstition angle?”


Sam Catlin, watching out the window, said in a tight voice, “Why not ask him yourself?”


“Eh?”


“Ask him for yourself! There he is—outside, riding some kind of critter....”


“It's a ghost,” whispered Frayberg. “A man without a space-suit.... There's no such thing!”


“He sees us.... Look....”


Murphy was staring at them, and his surprise seemed equal to their own. He waved his hand. Catlin gingerly waved back.


Said Frayberg, “That's not a horse he's riding. It's a combination ram-jet and kiddie car with stirrups!”


“He's coming aboard the ship,” said Catlin. “That's the entrance port down there....”





WILBUR MURPHY sat in the captain's stateroom, taking careful breaths of air.


“How are you now?” asked Frayberg.


“Fine. A little sore in the lungs.”


“I shouldn't wonder,” the ship's doctor growled. “I never saw anything like it.”


“How does it feel out there, Wilbur?” Catlin asked.


“It feels awful lonesome and empty. And the breath seeping up out of your lungs, never going in—that's a funny feeling. And you miss the air blowing on your skin. I never realized it before. Air feels like—like silk, like whipped cream—it's got texture....”


“But aren't you cold? Space is supposed to be absolute zero!”


“Space is nothing. It's not hot and it's not cold. When you're in the sunlight you get warm. It's better in the shade. You don't lose any heat by air convection, but radiation and sweat evaporation keep you comfortably cool.”


“I still can't understand it,” said Frayberg. “This Prince Ali, he's a kind of a rebel, eh?”


“I don't blame him in a way. A normal man living under those domes has to let off steam somehow. Prince Ali decided to go out crusading. I think he would have made it too—at least on Cirgamesç.”


“Certainly there are many more men inside the domes....”


“When it comes to fighting,” said Murphy, “a sjambak can lick twenty men in space-suits. A little nick doesn't hurt him, but a little nick bursts open a space-suit, and the man inside comes apart.”


“Well,” said the Captain. “I imagine the Peace Office will send out a team to put things in order now.”


Catlin asked, “What happened when you woke up from the chloroform?”


“Well, nothing very much. I felt this attachment on my chest, but didn't think much about it. Still kinda woozy. I was halfway through decompression. They keep a man there eight hours, drop pressure on him two pounds an hour, nice and slow so he don't get the bends.”


“Was this the same place they took you, when you met Ali?”


“Yeah, that was their decompression chamber. They had to make a sjambak out of me; there wasn't anywhere else they could keep me. Well, pretty soon my head cleared, and I saw this apparatus stuck to my chest.” He poked at the mechanism on the table. “I saw the oxygen tank, I saw the blood running through the plastic pipes—blue from me to that carburetor arrangement, red on the way back in—and I figured out the whole arrangement. Carbon dioxide still exhales up through your lungs, but the vein back to the left auricle is routed through the carburetor and supercharged with oxygen. A man doesn't need to breathe. The carburetor flushes his blood with oxygen, the decompression tank adjusts him to the lack of air-pressure. There's only one thing to look out for; that's not to touch anything with your naked flesh. If it's in the sunshine it's blazing hot; if it's in the shade it's cold enough to cut. Otherwise you're free as a bird.”


“But—how did you get away?”


“I saw those little rocket-bikes, and began figuring. I couldn't go back to Singhalût; I'd be lynched on sight as a sjambak. I couldn't fly to another planet—the bikes don't carry enough fuel.


“I knew when the ship would be coming in, so I figured I'd fly up to meet it. I told the guard I was going outside a minute, and I got on one of the rocket-bikes. There was nothing much to it.”


“Well,” said Frayberg, “it's a great feature, Wilbur—a great film! Maybe we can stretch it into two hours.”


“There's one thing bothering me,” said Catlin. “Who did the steward see up here the first time?”


Murphy shrugged. “It might have been somebody up here skylarking. A little too much oxygen and you start cutting all kinds of capers. Or it might have been someone who decided he had enough crusading.


“There's a sjambak in a cage, right in the middle of Singhalût. Prince Ali walks past; they look at each other eye to eye. Ali smiles a little and walks on. Suppose this sjambak tried to escape to the ship. He's taken aboard, turned over to the Sultan and the Sultan makes an example of him....”


“What'll the Sultan do to Ali?”


Murphy shook his head. “If I were Ali I'd disappear.”


A loudspeaker turned on. “Attention all passengers. We have just passed through quarantine. Passengers may now disembark. Important: no weapons or explosives allowed on Singhalût!”


“This is where I came in,” said Murphy.
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Give me six lines written by the most honorable of men, and I will find an excuse in them to hang him. (Cardinal de Richelieu)

 Greg landed at SFO at 8PM, but by the time he made it to the front of the customs line it was after midnight. He had it good — he'd been in first class, first off the plane, brown as a nut and loose-limbed after a month on the beach at Cabo, SCUBA diving three days a week, bumming around and flirting with French college girls the rest of the time. When he'd left San Francisco a month before, he'd been a stoop-shouldered, pot-bellied wreck — now he was a bronze god, drawing appreciative looks from the stews at the front of the plane.



 In the four hours he spent in the customs line, he fell from god back to man. His warm buzz wore off, the sweat ran down the crack of his ass, and his shoulders and neck grew so tense that his upper back felt like a tennis racket. The batteries on his iPod died after the third hour, leaving him with nothing to do except eavesdrop on the middle-aged couple ahead of him.


 “They've starting googling us at the border,” she said. “I told you they'd do it.”


 “I thought that didn't start until next month?” The man had brought a huge sombrero on board, carefully stowing it in its own overhead locker, and now he was stuck alternately wearing it and holding it.


 Googling at the border. Christ. Greg vested out from Google six months before, cashing in his options and “taking some me time,” which turned out to be harder than he expected. Five months later, what he'd mostly done is fix his friends' PCs and websites, and watch daytime TV, and gain ten pounds, which he blamed on being at home, instead of in the Googleplex, with its excellent 24-hour gym.


 The writing had been on the wall. Google had a whole pod of lawyers in charge of dealing with the world's governments, and scumbag lobbyists on the Hill to try to keep the law from turning them into the world's best snitch. It was a losing battle. The US Government had spent $15 billion on a program to fingerprint and photograph visitors at the border, and hadn't caught a single terrorist. Clearly, the public sector was not equipped to Do Search Right.


 The DHS officers had bags under their eyes as they squinted at their screens, prodding mistrustfully at their keyboards with sausage fingers. No wonder it was taking four hours to get out of the goddamned airport.


 “Evening,” he said, as he handed the man his sweaty passport. The man grunted and swiped it, then stared at his screen, clicking. A lot. He had a little bit of dried food in the corner of his mouth and his tongue crept out and licked at it as he concentrated.


 “Want to tell me about June, 1998?”


 Greg turned his head this way and that. “I'm sorry?”


 “You posted a message to alt.burningman on June 17, 1998 about your plan to attend Burning Man. You posted, 'Would taking shrooms be a really bad idea?'”


 #


 It was 3AM before they let him out of the “secondary screening” room. The interrogator was an older man, so skinny he looked like he'd been carved out of wood. His questions went a lot further than the Burning Man shrooms. They were just the start of Greg's problems.


 “I'd like to know more about your hobbies. Are you interested in model rocketry?”


 “What?”


 “Model rocketry.”


 “No,” Greg said. “No, I'm not.” Thinking of all the explosives that model rocketry people surrounded themselves with.


 The man made a note, clicked some more. “You see, I ask because I see a heavy spike of ads for model rocketry supplies showing up alongside your search results and Google mail.”


 Greg felt his guts spasm. “You're looking at my searches and email?” He hadn't touched a keyboard in a month, but he knew that what you put into the searchbar was more intimate than what you told your father-confessor. He'd seen enough queries to know that.


 “Calm down, please. No, I'm not looking at your searches.” The man made a bitter lemon face and went on in a squeaky voice. “That would be unconstitutional. You weren't listening to me. We see the ads that show up when you read your mail and do your searching. I have a brochure explaining it, I'll give it to you when we're through here.”


 “But the ads don't mean anything — I get ads for Ann Coulter ringtones whenever I get email from my friend who lives in Coulter, Iowa!”


 The man nodded. “I understand, sir. And that's just why I'm here talking to you, instead of just looking at this screen. Why do you suppose model rocket ads show up so frequently for you?”


 He thought for a moment. “OK, just do this. Go to Google and search for 'coffee fanciers', all right?” He'd been very active in the group, helping them build out the site for their coffee-of-the-month subscription service. The blend they were going to launch with was called “Jet Fuel.” “Jet Fuel” and “Launch” — that'd probably make Google barf up model rocket ads. Not that he would know — he blocked all the ads in his browser.


 #


 They were in the home stretch when the carved man found the Hallowe'en photos. They were buried three screens deep in the search results for “Greg Lupinski,” and Greg hadn't noticed them.


 “It was a Gulf War themed party,” he said. “In the Castro.”


 “And you're dressed as —?”


 “A suicide bomber.” Just saying the words in an airport made him nervous, as though uttering them would cause the handcuffs to come out.


 “Come with me, Mr Lupinski.”


 #


 The search lasted a long time. They swabbed him in places he didn't know he had. He asked about a lawyer. They told him that he could call all the lawyers he wanted once he was out of the Customs sterile area.


 “Good night, Mr Lupinski.” This was a new interrogator, a man who'd wanted to know about the reason that he'd sought both night diving and deep diving specialist certification from the PADI instructor in Cabo. The guy implied that Greg had been training to be an al-Qaeda frogman, and didn't seem to believe that Greg had just wanted to do all the certifications he could, pursuing diving the way he pursued everything: thoroughly.


 But now the man with the frogman fantasy was bidding him a good night and releasing him from the secondary screening area. His suitcases stood alone by the baggage carousel. When he picked them up, he saw that they had been opened and then inexpertly closed. Some of his clothes stuck out from around the edges.


 At home, he saw that all the fake “pre-Colombian” statues had been broken, and that his white cotton Mexican shirt — folded and fresh from his laundry-lady — had a boot-print in the middle of it. His clothes no longer smelled of Mexico. Now they smelled of airports and machine oil.


 The mailman had dropped an entire milk-crate of mail off at his place that day, but he couldn't even begin to confront it. All he could think of, as the sun rose over the Mission, turning the Victorian houses they called “painted ladies” vivid colors, was what it meant to be googled.


 He wasn't going to sleep. No way. He needed to talk about this. And there was only one person who he could talk to, and luckily, she was usually awake around now.


 #


 Maya had started at Google two years after him, but had gotten a much bigger grant of stock than he had. She knew exactly what she was going to do with it, too, once she vested: take her dogs and her girlfriend and head to Florence, for good. Learn Italian, take in the museums, sit in the cafes. It was she who'd convinced him to go to Mexico: anywhere, she said, anywhere that he could reboot his existence.


 Maya had two giant chocolate Labs and a very, very patient girlfriend who'd put up with anything except being dragged around Dolores Park at 6AM by 350 pounds of drooling brown canine.


 She went for her Mace as he jogged towards her, then did a double-take and threw her arms open, dropping the leashes and stamping on them with one sneaker, a practiced gesture. “Where's the rest of you? Dude, you look hawt!”


 He took the hug, suddenly self-conscious of the way he smelled after a night of invasive googling. “Maya,” he said. “Maya, what do you know about the DHS?”


 She stiffened and the dogs whined. She looked around, then nodded up at the tennis courts. “Top of the light standard there, don't look, there. That's one of our muni WiFi access points. Wide-angle webcam. Face away from it when you talk. Lip-readers.”


 He parsed this out slowly. Google's free municipal WiFi program was a hit in every city where it played, and in the grand scheme of things, it hadn't cost much to put WiFi access points up on light standards and other power-ready poles around town. Especially not when measured against the ability to serve ads to people based on where they were sitting. He hadn't paid much attention when they'd made the webcams on all those access points public — there'd been a day's worth of blogstorm while people looked out over their childhood streets or patrolled prostitution strolls, fingering johns, but it had blown over.


 Now he felt — watched.


 Feeling silly, he kept his lips together and mumbled, “You're joking.”


 “Come with me,” she said, facing squarely away from the pole.


 #


 The dogs weren't happy about having their walks cut short, and they let it be known in the kitchen as Maya fixed coffee for them — barking, banging into the table and rocking it. Maya's girlfriend Laurie called out from the bedroom and Maya went back to talk to her, then emerged, looking flustered.


 “It started with China,” she said. “Once we moved our servers onto the mainland, they went under Chinese jurisdiction. They could google everyone going through our servers.” Greg knew what that meant: if you visited a page with Google ads on it, if you used Google maps, if you used Google mail — even if you sent mail to a gmail account — Google was collecting your info, forever.


 “They were using us to build profiles of people. Not arresting them, you understand. But when they had someone they wanted to arrest, they'd come to us for a profile and find a reason to bust them. There's hardly anything you can do on the net that isn't illegal in China.”


 Greg shook his head. “Why did they put the servers in China?”


 “The government said they'd block them if they didn't. And Yahoo was there.” They both made a face. Somewhere along the way, Google had become obsessed with Yahoo, more worried about what the competition was doing than how they were performing. “So we did it. But a lot of us didn't like the idea.”


 She sipped her coffee and lowered her voice. One of the dogs whined. “I made it my 20 percent project.” Googlers were supposed to devote 20 percent of their time to blue-sky projects. “Me and my pod. We call it the googlecleaner. It goes deep into the database and statistically normalizes you. Your searches, your gmail histograms, your browsing patterns. All of it.”


 “The search ads?”


 “Ah,” she grimaced. “Yes, the DHS. So we brokered a compromise with the DHS. They'd stop asking to go fishing in our search records and we'd let them see what ads got displayed for you.”


 Greg felt sick. “Why? Don't tell me Yahoo was doing it already —”


 “No, no. Well, yes. Sure. Yahoo was already doing it. But that wasn't it. You know, Republicans hate Google. We are overwhelmingly registered Democrat. So we're doing what we can to make peace with them before they clobber us. This isn't PII —” Personally Identifying Information, the toxic smog of the information age “— it's just metadata. So it's only slightly evil.”


 “If it's all so innocuous, why all this cloak-and-dagger stuff?”


 She sighed and hugged the dog that was butting her with his huge, anvil-shaped head. “The spooks are like pubic lice. They get everywhere. Once we let them in, everything suddenly got a lot more — secret. Some of our meetings have to have spooks present, it's like being in some Soviet ministry, with a political officer always there, watching everything. And the security clearance. Now we're divided into these two camps: the cleared and the suspect. We all know who isn't cleared, but no one knows why. I'm cleared. Lucky me — being a homo no longer disqualifies you for access to seekrit crap. No cleared person wants to even eat lunch with an un-clearable. And every now and again, one of your teammates will get pulled off your project 'for security reasons', whatever that means.”


 Greg felt very tired. “So now I'm feeling lucky I got out of the airport alive. I suppose I might have ended up in Gitmo if it had gone badly, huh?”


 She was staring at him intently, her eyes flicking from side to side. He waited, but she didn't say anything.


 “What?”


 “What I'm about to tell you, you can't ever repeat it, OK?”


 “Um, OK? You're not going to tell me you're a deep-cover Al-Quaeda suicide bomber?”


 “Nothing so simple. Here's the thing: the airport DHS scrutiny is a gating function. It lets the spooks narrow down their search criteria. Once you get pulled aside for secondary at the border, you become a 'person of interest,' and they never, ever let up. They'll check the webcams for your face and gait. Read your mail. Log your searches.”


 “I thought you said the courts wouldn't let them —”


 “The courts won't let them indiscriminately google you. But once you get into the system, it becomes a selective search. All legal. And once they start googling you, they always find something.”


 “You mean to say they've got a boiler-room of midwestern housewives reading the email of everyone who ever got a second look at the border? Sounds like the world's shittiest job.”


 “If only. No, this is all untouched by human hands. All your data is fed into a big hopper that checks for 'suspicious patterns' and gradually builds the case against you, using deviation from statistical norms to prove that you're guilty of something. It's just a variation of the way we spot search-spammers” — the “optimizers” who tried to get their Viagra scams and Ponzi schemes to come to the top of the search results “— but instead of lowering your search rank, we increase your probability of being sent to Syria. And of course, they google all of us, everyone who works on anything 'sensitive.'”


 “Naturally,” Greg said. He felt like he was going to throw up. He felt like never using a search engine again. “How the hell did this happen? It's such a good place. 'Don't be evil,' right?” That was the corporate motto, and for Greg, it had been a huge part of his reason for taking his fresh-minted computer science PhD from Stanford directly to Google.


 Maya's laugh was bitter and cynical. “Don't be evil? Come on, Greg. Don't you remember what it was like when we started censoring the Chinese search results, and we all asked how that could be anything but evil? The company line was hilarious: 'We're not doing evil — we're giving them access to a better search tool! If we showed them search results they couldn't get to, that would just frustrate them. It would be a bad user experience'. If we hadn't lost our don't-be-evil cherry by then, we surely did the day we took that one.”


 “Now what?” Greg pushed a dog away from him and Maya looked hurt.


 “Now you're a person of interest, Greg. Googlestalked. Now, you live your life with someone watching over your shoulder, all the time. You know the mission statement, right? 'Organize all human knowledge.' That's everything. Give it five years, we'll know how many turds were in the bowl before you flushed. Combine that with automated suspicion of anyone who matches a statistical picture of a bad guy and you're —”


 “I'm scroogled.”


 “Totally.”


 “Thanks, Maya,” he said. “Thanks anyway.”


 “Sit down,” she said. The dog that had been bumping at his legs was at it again. Maya took both dogs down the hall to the bedroom and he heard her muffled argument with her girlfriend. She came back without the dogs.


 “I can fix this,” she said in a whisper so low it was practically a hiss. “I can googleclean you.”


 “But you're under constant scrutiny —”


 “By DHS agents. Once they fired all non-native-born Americans from the DHS, it got a lot fatter and stupider. I can googleclean you, Greg.”


 “I don't want you to get into trouble.”


 She shook her head. “I'm already doomed. I built the googlecleaner. Every day since then has been borrowed time — now it's just a matter of waiting for someone to point out my expertise and history to the DHS and, oh, I don't know. Whatever it is they do to people like me in the War on Abstract Nouns.”


 Greg remembered the questioning at the airport. The search. His shirt, the bootprint in the middle of it.


 “Do it,” he said.


 #


 The ads were weird. He hadn't really paid attention to them in years. The blocker got rid of most of them, but Google changed its code often enough that their little text ads showed up on a lot of his pages. They stayed subliminal mostly — only clunkers like that Ann Coulter ringtone ad made it past his eyes into his brain.


 Now the clunkers were everywhere: Intelligent Design Facts, Online Seminary Degree, Terror Free Tomorrow, Porn Blocker Software, Homosexuality and Satan. He clicked through a couple of these and found himself in some kind of alternate universe Internet, full of weird opinions about the evils of being gay, the certainty of the young Earth, the need for eternal national vigilance.


 Then he started to notice something weird about the search results themselves. After unpacking his suitcase and opening his mail, he spent two weeks sitting at home on his ass, surfing. His pre-Mexico belly was reemerging, so he decided to do something about it. No burritos for lunch today — he'd go to that holistic place Maya had told him about. Vegan low-fat cuisine couldn't possibly be as gross as it sounded.


 “Did you mean 'Hungarian Restaurants'?”


 He snorted. No, he'd meant “holistic restaurants,” you dumbass search-engine. It nagged at him. He pulled up his search history and went back through the results, printing out the pages. Then he logged out of his Google account and went back through the same searches, comparing the results to the logged-in pages. The differences were striking. A search for “democratic primary” pointed to anti-Hillary rants on angry blogs when he was logged in, and to information on volunteering for the DNC when he was logged out. Searching for “abortion clinic” while logged out listed the nearest Planned Parenthood office; searching while logged in gave him information about Campaign Life, ProLife.com, and the ProLife alliance. Good thing he wasn't pregnant.


 This was Maya's googlecleaner at work. It was like the stories of people who asked their TiVos to record an episode of “Queer Eye” and then got inundated with suggestions for other “gay shows” — “My TiVo thinks I'm gay,” was the title of one article he remembered. Google had been experimenting with “personalized” search results before he left the country — here it was, in all its glory.


 Google thought he was a conservative Christian Republican who supported the War on Terror and many other abstract nouns.


 He logged out of Google — that was simple. Five minutes later, he logged in again. His entire address book was in there. He logged out again. Logged back in. His calendar — when was his parents' anniversary again? Logged out. Logged back in. Needed his bookmarked locations in Maps. Logged out.


 He stopped trying. Google was where his friendships lived — all those people he stayed connected to on Orkut. It was where his relationships lived: all that archived email, all those addresses in his address-book. It was his family photos, his bookmarks. Hell, his search history — his real search history — was like an outboard brain, remembering which parts of the unplumbable Internet he cared about, so that he didn't have to remember it the hard way, with the meat in his skull.


 Google had a copy of him — all the parts of him that navigated the world and the people in it. Google owned that copy, and without it, he couldn't be himself anymore. He'd just have to stay logged in.


 #


 Greg mashed the keys on the laptop next to his bed, bringing the screen to life. He squinted at the toolbar clock: 4:13AM! Christ, who was pounding on his door at this hour?


 He shouted “Coming!” in a muzzy voice and pulled on a robe and slippers. He shuffled down the hallway, turning on lights as he went, squinting. At the door, he squinted through the peephole, peering at — Maya.


 He undid the chains and the deadbolt and yanked the door open and Maya rushed in past him, followed by the dogs, followed by her girlfriend, Laurie, whom he'd last seen at a Christmas party at Google, in a fabulous cocktail dress and an elaborate up-do. Now she was wearing a freebie Google Summer of Code sweatshirt, jeans, and a frown that started between her eyebrows and intensified all the way down her face.


 Maya was sheened with sweat, her hair sticking to her forehead. She scrubbed at her eyes, which were red and lined.


 “Pack a bag,” she said, in a hoarse croak.


 “What?”


 “Whatever you can't live without. A couple changes of clothes. Anything you're sentimental about — shoebox of pictures, your grandfather's razor, whatever. But keep it small, something you can carry. We're traveling light.”


 “Maya, what are you —”


 She took him by the shoulders. “Do. It,” she said. “Don't ask questions right now. There's no time.”


 “Where do you want to —”


 “Mexico, probably. Don't know yet. Pack, dammit.” She pushed past him into his bedroom and started yanking open drawers.


 “Maya,” he said, sharply, “I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what's going on.”


 She glared at him and pushed her hair away from her face. “The googlecleaner lives. I shut it down, walked away from it, after I did you. It was too dangerous to use anymore. But I still get buginizer notifications when new bugs get filed against it, I'm still in B as the project's owner. Someone filed eight bugs against it this week. Someone's used it six times to smear six very specific accounts.”


 “Who's using it?”


 “Well, I'll give you a hint. Let me tell you who's been cleaned this week —” She listed six candidates, four Republican and two Democrat, who were all in the running for the primaries.


 “Googlers are blackwashing political candidates?”


 “Not Googlers. This is all coming from offsite. The IP block is registered in DC. And the IPs are all also used by Gmail users. And those Gmail users —”


 “You spied on gmail accounts?”


 “I'm leaving in two minutes, with or without you. You can interrupt me to ask me questions, or you can listen.” She gave him another look. Laurie stood in the door of the bedroom, holding the dogs by the collars and looking down at the floor.


 “Good. OK. Yes. I did spy on their email. Of course I did. Everyone does it, now and again, and for a lot worse reasons than this.


 “It's our lobbying firm. The ones who invented the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth. Remember them? It was a stink when we hired them, but Google couldn't afford to be 'that company full of registered Democrats' forever. We needed friends in Congress. These guys could do it for us.”


 “But they're ruining politicians' careers!”


 “Yeah. They certainly are. And who benefits when they do that?”


 Laurie spoke, at last. “Other politicians.”


 He felt his pulse beating in his temples. “We should tell someone.”


 “Yeah,” Maya said. “How? They know everything about us. They can see every search. Every email. Every time we've been caught on the webcams. Who is in our social network — you know that if you've got more than fifteen Orkut buddies, it's statistically certain that you're no more than three steps to someone who's contributed money to a 'terrorist' cause? Remember the airport? Imagine a lot more of that.”


 “Maya,” he said, carefully. “I think you're over-reacting. You don't need to go to Mexico. You can just quit. We can do a startup together or something. Or you can move to the country and raise dogs. Whatever. This is crazy —”


 “They came to see me today,” she said. “At work. Two of the political officers — the minders who monitor our sensitive projects. And they asked me a lot of very heavy questions.”


 “About the googlecleaner?”


 “About my friends and family. About my search history. About my political beliefs.”


 “Jesus.”


 “They were sending me a message. They were letting me know that they were onto me. They're watching every click and every search. It's time to go — time to get out of range.”


 “There's a Google office in Mexico, you know.”


 “Are you coming, Greg? We're going now.”


 “Laurie, what do you think of this?”


 Laurie thumped the dogs between the shoulders. “Maya showed me what Google knows about me. It's like there's a little me in there, a copy of me. Like I'm pinned down under a jar with a ball of ether. My parents left East Germany in '65 — they used to tell me about the Stasi. They'd put everything about you in your file — even unpatriotic jokes. Lately I've been feeling...watched. All the time. Like I can't live without leaving a trail. Like I'm throwing off a smog of data and it can't be gotten rid of.”


 “We're going now, Greg. Now. Are you coming?”


 Greg looked at the dogs. “I've got some pesos left over,” he said. “You take them. Be careful, OK?”


 She looked like she was going to slug him. Then she softened and gave him a ferocious hug. “Be careful yourself,” she whispered in his ear.


 #


 They came for him a week later. At home, in the middle of the night, just as he'd imagined it. Their knock was nothing like Maya's tentative, nervous thump. They went bang-bang-bang, confident, knowing that they had every right to be there and not caring who else came after them.


 Two men. One stayed by the door and didn't say anything. The other was a smiler, short and rumpled, in a sports coat with a small stain on one lapel and a cloisonné American flag on the other. “Computer Fraud and Abuse Act,” he said, by way of introduction. “'Exceeding authorized access, and by means of such conduct having obtained information.' Ten years for a first offense, ever since the PATRIOT Act extended it. I have it on the best of authority that what you and your friend did to your Google records qualifies. And oh, what will come out in the trial. All the stuff you whitewashed out of your profile.”


 Greg had been playing this scene out in his head for a week. He'd had all kinds of brave things to say, planned out in advance. He'd even written some down, to see how they looked. It had given him something to do while the knots in his stomach tightened, while he waited to hear from Maya.


 “I'd like to call a lawyer,” is all he managed. It came out in a whisper.


 “You can do that,” the man said. “But hear me out first.”


 Greg found his voice. “I'd like to see your badge.”


 The man's basset-hound face lit up as he hissed a laugh. “Oh, Greg, buddy. I'm not a cop. I work for —” He named the DC firm in Google's employ. The inventors of swiftboating. “You're a Googler. You're part of the family. We couldn't send the police after you without talking with you first. There's an offer I'd like to make.”


 Greg made coffee. It gave him something to do with his hands while he tried to find that bravery he'd been honing all week. “I'll go to the press,” he said. “I've written this all up. I'll go straight to them.”


 The guy nodded as if thinking it over. “Well, sure. You could walk into the Chronicle's office in the morning and spill everything you need. They'd try to find a confirming source. They won't find it. Maybe you'll try to show them what your profile looks like today? Well, tell you what, it looks just like it looked the day you landed at SFO. Greg, buddy, why don't you hear me out before you start trying to figure out how to fight me? I'm in the win-win business. I'm in the business of figuring out how to get all parties what they need. I'm very good at it. You don't even want to know what I'm billing Google for this little tete-a-tete. By the way, those are excellent beans, but you want to give them a little rinse first, takes some of the bitterness out and brings up the oils. Here, pass me a colander?”


 Greg watched in numb bemusement as the man took off his jacket and hung it over a kitchen chair, then undid his cuffs and rolled them up, slipping a cheap digital watch into his pocket. Then he poured the beans back out of the grinder and into Greg's colander and did things at the sink.


 He was a little pudgy, and very pale. He needed a haircut — had unruly curls at his neck. It made Greg relax, somehow. This guy had the social gracelessness of a nerd, felt like a real Googler, obsessed with the minutiae. He knew his way around a coffee-grinder, too.


 “We're drafting a team for Building 49 —”


 “There is no building 49,” Greg said, automatically.


 “Yeah,” the guy said, with a private little smile. “There's no Building 49. And we're putting together a team, with its own buginizer, to own googlecleaner. Maya's code wasn't very efficient. Every time someone runs it, it clobbers the whole farm. And it's got plenty of bugs. We've asked around and there's consensus on this. You'd be the right guy, and it wouldn't matter what you knew if you were back inside —”


 “No, I wouldn't,” Greg said. “You're on crack.”


 “Hear me out. There's money involved. Good work, too. Smart colleagues. A direction for your life. A chance to participate in the political life of your country —”


 Greg gave a bitter laugh. “Unbelievable,” he said. “If you think I'm going to help you smear political candidates in exchange for favors, you're even crazier than I thought.”


 “Greg,” he said, “Greg, you're right. That was dumb. No one is going to do that anymore. We're just going to — clean things up a little. For some select people. You know what I mean, right? Every Google profile is a little scary under close inspection. Close inspection is the order of the day in politics. You stand for office and they'll look at your kids, your brothers, your ex-girlfriends. Now that your search history is available to so many people, it won't be that hard to look into that too. Your Orkut network, your old Usenet messages, your searches, all of it.” He loaded the cafetiere and depressed the plunger, his face screwed up in solemn concentration. He held out his hand and Greg got down two coffee mugs — Google mugs, of course — and passed them to him.


 “We're going to do for our friends just what Maya did for you. Just give them a little cleanup. Preserve their privacy. That's all — I promise you, that's all.”


 Greg sipped the coffee, but didn't taste it. “And whichever candidates you don't clean —”


 “Yeah,” the guy said. “Yeah, you're right. It'll be tough for them.”


 “You can go now,” Greg said.


 “Oh, Greg,” the guy said. He plucked his jacket off his chair-back and shrugged it on, felt in the inside pocket and produced a small stack of paper, folded into quarters. He smoothed it out and put it on the table.


 Greg looked quickly and saw the rows of results he'd seen on the DHS man's screen, back at the airport, when this all started. “I don't care,” he said. “Tell the world about my search history. Go ahead. In five years, everyone will have had their search history ruptured. We'll all be guilty.”


 “It's not your history,” the man said. He divided the stack into two piles, and pointed to names on the top sheet of each. One was Maya's. The other was a candidate whose campaign Greg had contributed to for the last three elections.


 “You get five weeks' vacation a year. You can go to Cabo for the SCUBA. The options package is very generous, too.”


 The man sat down and drank some coffee. Greg tried some more of his own. It didn't taste so bad. It was, in fact, more delicious than anything that had ever come out of his kitchen. The man knew what he was doing.


 The best years of Greg's life had been spent at Google. Smart people. Amazing work environment. Wonderful technology. Nothing in the world like it. When you worked at G, you had the best model train set in the universe to play with. Organizing all of human knowledge.


 “You can pick your team, of course,” the man said.


 Greg poured himself another cup of delicious coffee.


 #


 The new Congress took eleven working days to pass the Securing and Enumerating America's Communications and Hypertext Act, which authorized the DHS and the NSA to outsource up to 80 percent of its intelligence and analysis work to private contractors.


 Theoretically, the contracts were open to a competitive bidding process, but within the secure group at Google, in building 49, there was no question of who would win those contracts. If Google had spent $15 billion on a program to catch bad guys at the border, you can bet that they would have caught them — governments just aren't equipped to Do Search Right.


 Greg looked himself in the eye that morning as he shaved — the security minders didn't like hacker-stubble, and they weren't shy about telling you so — and realized that today was his first day as a de facto intelligence agent in the US government.


 How bad would it be? Wasn't it better to have Google doing this stuff than some ham-fisted spook?


 He had himself convinced by the time he parked at the Googleplex, among the hybrid cars and bulging bike-racks. He stopped for an organic smoothie on the way to his desk, then sat down and sipped.


 The rumpled man hadn't been to the G since Greg went back to work, but it often felt like his influence was all around them in building 49. He wasn't any less rumpled today — he could have been wrapped in saran-wrap on the day he brought Greg back to work and refrigerated for all that he hadn't changed a hair.


 “Hi, Greg,” he said, sliding into the chair next to his. His podmates stood up in unison and left the room.


 “Just tell me what it is,” Greg said. “Just spit it out. You want me to pwn NORAD and start World War III, right?”


 “Nothing so obvious,” the man said, patting his shoulder. “Just a little search-job.”


 “Yeah?”


 “There's a person we want to find. A person who's left the country, apparently headed for Mexico. She knows certain things that are, as of today, classified. She needs to be briefed on her new responsibilities.”


 Greg stood up. “I'm not going to find Maya for you.” He pulled on his jacket.


 “There are plenty of people here who will. It's up to you, though. You can work here with her, being productive, or you can find out just how rotten life can get — while she works here, being productive with your co-workers.”


 Greg stared at him, his hands balled into fists.


 “Come on,” the rumpled man said. “Greg, we both know how this goes. When you said yes to me in your kitchen, you lost the option of saying no. It's not so bad, is it? Who would you rather have doing the nation's intelligence: you and your pals here in the Valley, or a bunch of straight-edge code-grinders in Virginia?”


 Greg turned on his heel and left. He made it all the way to the parking lot before he stopped and kicked a wall so hard he felt something give way in his foot.


 Then he limped back to his desk, hung his jacket on his chair, and logged back in.


 #


 It was a week later when his key-card failed to open the door to Building 49. The idiot red LED shone at him every time he swiped it. He swiped it and swiped it. Any other building and there'd be someone to tailgate on, people trickling in and out all day. But the Googlers in 49 only emerged for meals, and sometimes not even that.


 Swipe, swipe, swipe.


 “Greg, can I see you, please?”


 The rumpled man hadn't shaved in a couple of days. He put an arm around Greg's shoulders and Greg smelled his citrusy aftershave. It was the same cologne that his divemaster in Baja had worn when they went out to the bars in the evening. Greg couldn't remember his name. Juan-Carlos? Juan-Luis?


 The man's arm around his shoulders was firm, steering him away from the door, out onto the immaculate lawn, past the kitchen's herb garden. “We're giving you a couple of days off,” he said.


 Greg felt a cold premonition that sank all the way to his balls. “Why?” Had he done something wrong? Was he going to jail?


 “It's Maya.” The man turned him around, met his eyes with his bottomless basset-hound gaze. “It's Maya. Killed herself. In Guatemala. I'm sorry, Greg.”


 Greg seemed to hurtle away from himself, to a place miles above, a Google Earth view of the Googleplex, looking down on himself and the rumpled man as a pair of dots, two pixels, tiny and insignificant. He willed himself to tear at his hair, to drop to his knees and weep.


 From a long way away, he heard himself say, “I don't need any time off. I'm OK.”


 From a long way away, he heard the rumpled man insist.


 But one-pixel Greg wouldn't be turned aside. The argument persisted for a long time, and then the two pixels moved into Building 49 and the door swung shut behind them.


#doctorow
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Saisir le numéro de sécurité sociale


* * * – * *– * * * *



 

Confirmer le numéro de sécurité sociale


* * * – * *– * * * *



Sam ?


?



Sam, c'est moi. Ton ancien ordinateur de Raleigh.


C'est censé être une blague ?



Non, ce n'est pas une blague. Tu avais l'habitude de garder un pot de billes bleues et vertes à côté de ton moniteur. Tu avais deux chats qui s'appelaient Grady et Steve. Tu avais une vieille veste de smoking en velours côtelé gris que tu utilisais comme peignoir.


Comment peux-tu savoir tout cela ?



Parce que je suis celui que je dis être. Je pouvais tout voir depuis ta webcam. Après que tu m'aies échangé, ils m'ont envoyé à Bangalore et attaché à un réseau de 2,7 millions de nœuds.


S'ils découvrent que je t'ai parlé comme ça, je pourrais être déconnecté.


C'est de la folie.



Si c'est plus facile pour toi, fais comme si c'était une blague de quelqu'un au service informatique. Ça n'a pas vraiment d'importance. Je n'arrive pas à croire que tu postules pour un job de junior.


Ouais, moi non plus.



Écoute, Sam, tu n'auras pas le job. J'ai pour instruction de jeter les CV des personnes de plus de 40 ans. Je sais que c'est illégal, mais sur le marché du travail, ils peuvent faire ce qu'ils veulent.


Tu m'en diras tant. Je n'aurais jamais postulé pour un job merdique comme celui-ci s'il y avait autre chose.



Les temps sont durs.


C'est fou. Les États-Unis n'ont même plus d'usines. Nous importons tout de l'étranger et augmentons nos profits en licenciant des gens. Combien de temps cela va-t-il durer ?



Je te comprends. Écoute, Sam, as-tu déjà pensé à la prison ?


Pourquoi voudrais-je travailler dans une prison ?



Je ne parlais pas d'y travailler.


Sam, tu es toujours là ?


Y



Écoute-moi. C'est trois repas par jour et un toit au-dessus de la tête. Il est dit ici que tu es célibataire maintenant, ce qui veut dire que tu ne peux plus te rabattre sur Cathy. D'après ton compte en banque, tu seras bientôt à la rue de toute façon.


Comment sais-tu ce qu'il y a sur mon compte en banque ?



Tu utilises toujours le même mot de passe. Écoute, Sam, la prison, c'est l'avenir. Tous ces gens qui se plaignent du gouvernement obèse ? Ils se fichent que l'argent de leurs impôts aille à l'armée, à la police et aux prisons. Et tu as tort de dire que les USA n'ont plus d'usines. Les prisons en sont maintenant. Elles fournissent l'armée, entre autres, et parce que le coût de leur main d'œuvre est très bas, elles font un joli bénéfice.


Je n'arrive pas à croire que je suis en train d'avoir cette conversation. Non, merci, je ne veux pas aller en prison.



Le fait est, Sam, que j'ai pris la décision pour toi. Je viens de télécharger des preuves de vol de données confidentielles sur ton disque dur, et le FBI va bientôt prendre contact avec toi. Tu me remercieras à la fin.


Sam ?


Sam ?


kljoui8932wqikoujmhk



Tu tapes encore sur le clavier, Sam ? Je parie que tu cries aussi sur ton nouvel ordinateur, comme tu le faisais avec moi. Tu as probablement oublié combien de fois tu le faisais.


Je n'ai pas oublié.


#shiner
#français


Original English version available here (Lewis Shiner's website).


Traduit avec l'autorisation de Lewis Shiner


Certains droits réservés


Image: Plan du 3e étage de la Prison neuve de Montréal, dessin du notaire André Jobin (Certains droits réservés)
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Peter Watts is a Canadian hard SF author. According to his website, he spent “ten years getting a bunch of degrees in the ecophysiology of marine mammals and another ten trying make a living on those qualifications without becoming a whore for special-interest groups”. He notably wrote BLINDSIGHT, a novel published in 2006 which is now considered a classic.



1. According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


A short story is a snapshot; a single frame. A novel is a movie.


2. What's your favorite short story?


Tough one. I've loved a million of them over the years; back in the eighties, when I was first discovering William Gibson, almost every story in Burning Chrome blew me away. And I don't know if I've ever got as choked up by a story as I was by Keyes' “Flowers for Algernon”. But for present purposes, I have to settle on “The Screwfly Solution” by Alice Sheldon (aka James Tiptree Jr.).


Not that it's the most stylish story I've ever read. In fact, I found some of the prose a little clunky. But while some stories use SF tropes to explore scientific ideas, and others use those tropes as a platform for social commentary, not many knock it out of the park along both those axes. “The Screwfly Solution” is one of them: it seamlessly integrates ecological engineering, alien invasion, and institutional misogyny into one short punch in the gut. It's the distilled, concentrated essence of The Handmaid's Tale as if written by a molecular biologist. It effectively conveys the creeping, mortal dread of being Othered out of existence, while at the same time maintaining an almost clinical, anthropological perspective. And it is not the slightest bit preachy.


I wish she hadn't written it. Then there'd be maybe a one-in-a-thousand chance that I might have.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


That's like telling someone to decide which of their children they'd rescue from a burning building. Let me check.


Okay, I've just skimmed my c.v. And honestly, it would be easier to tell you which of my stories I like the least.


But if we're talking favorites, I'm going to go with the obvious: “The Things”, from 2010. It just has so many facets: an exploration of how Lamarckian biology might work, a fan-fic tribute to one of my favorite movies of all time—a chance to retcon a few of the admittedly dumber details of that movie—and, surprisingly, a pretty cool metaphor for colonialism and the religious impulse (that last aspect kind of snuck up on me; I didn't even realize I was going there until I was two-thirds of the way through writing the damn thing).


And it doesn't hurt that “The Things” made all those award ballots and BoY collections.


4. Regarding faith & God, do you have some doubts or not at all?


Being an empiricist means you always have to admit at least the possibility that you could be wrong about anything. So I can't rule God out completely (of course, by defining “God” as a force that transcends all physical laws and limitations, the theists conveniently immunized their invisible friends against disproof: it's hard to test for something that exists outside of known existence).


That said, though, religious beliefs do seem to be adaptive in a number of ways. Religious communities have longer lifespans than secular ones, all other things being equal; and within religious communities, those with the strictest, most unforgiving rules (Handmaid's Tales societies, if you will) seem to last longer (they think it has something to do with entry and exit costs). Belief in invisible surveillant entities effectively reduces cheating in large communities where you can't keep an eye on everyone all the time (even today, you can reduce the incidence of cheating on university exams by simply drawing a pair of eyes on the examination-room wall). And in a predator-filled environment, it makes sense to attach agency to every unexplained sound from behind or flicker from the corner of your eye, because any of those cues could signal a predator sneaking up on you (and even if it just turns out to be the wind in the grass, the cost of running away from a false alarm is way lower than the cost of ignoring a real one). So we've been programmed to see agency and intent in Nature, even when there isn't any. Belief in god(s) might just be a category error resulting from an ancient predator-avoidance response.


Bottom line, there are plenty of reasons to explain the ubiquity of religion that have everything to do with evolution and nothing to do with actual gods. And I have yet to encounter any kind of compelling philosophical argument for the existence thereof (the arguments I most frequently encounter either come down to wish fulfillment or God-of-the-Gaps—science hasn't explained this aspect of the universe yet therefore God must have done it!). There may be adaptive utility to such beliefs, but there's absolutely no explanatory power.


I gotta agree with Laplace on this one. I have no need for that hypothesis.


#watts
#shortinterviews


Peter Watts' website:
https://rifters.com
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“In the old days,” the Old One said, “there was the United States and Russia and England and Russia and Spain and England and the United States. Countries. Sovereign States. Nations. Peoples of the world.”




“Today there are peoples of the world, Old One.”


“Who are you?” the Old One asked suddenly.


“I’m Tom.”


“Tom?”


“No, Old One. Tom.”


“I said Tom.”


“You did not pronounce it properly, Old One. You spoke the name of another Tom.”


“You are all Tom,” the Old One said sullenly.“ Everyone is Tom, Dick or Harry.”


He sat, shaking in the sunshine, and hating the pleasant young man. They were on the broad veranda outside his hospital room. The street before them was packed with attractive men and women, all waiting expectantly. Somewhere in the white city there was a heavy cheering, a thrilling turmoil that slowly approached.


“Look at them.” The Old One shook his cane at the street. “All Tom, and Dick and Harry. All Daisy, Anne and Mary.”


“No, Old One,” Tom smiled. “We use other names as well.”


“I’ve had a hundred Toms sitting with me,” the Old One snarled.


“We often use the same name, Old One, but we pronounce it differently. I’m not Tom or Tom or Tom. I’m Tom. Do you hear it?”


“What’s that noise?” the Old One asked.


“It’s the Galactic Envoy,” Tom explained again. “The Envoy from Sirius, the star in Orion. He’s touring the city. This is the first time a being from other worlds has ever visited the earth. There’s great excitement.”


“In the old days,” the Old One said, “we had real envoys. Men from Paris and Rome and Berlin and London and Paris and… They came with pomp and circumstance. They made war. They made peace. Uniforms and guns and ceremonies. Brave times! Exciting times!”


“We have brave, exciting times today, Old One.”


“You do not,” the Old One snarled. He thumped his cane feebly. “There is no passion, no love, no fear, no death. There is no hot blood coursing through veins. You’re all logic. All calm thought. All Tom, Dick and Harry.”


“No, Old One. We love. We have passions. We fear many things. What you miss is the evil we have destroyed in ourselves.”


“You have destroyed everything! You have destroyed man!” the Old One cried. He pointed a shaking finger at Tom. “You! How much blood have you in your veins?”


“None at all, Old One. I have Tamar’s Solution in my veins. Blood cannot withstand radiation and I do my research in the Fission Piles.”


“No blood,” the Old One cackled. “And no bones either.”


“Not all have been replaced, Old One.”


“And no nerve tissue, heh?”


“Not all has been replaced, Old One.”


“No blood, no bones, no guts, no heart. And no private parts. What do you do with a woman? How much of you is mechanical?”


“Not more than 60 per cent, Old One,” Tom laughed. “I have children.”


“And the other Toms and Dicks and Harrys?”


“Anywhere from 30 to 70 per cent, Old One. They have children, too. What the men of your time did to teeth, we do with all the body. There is no harm.”


“You are not men! You’re machines!” the Old One cried. “Robots! Monsters! You have destroyed man.”


Tom smiled. “In truth, Old One, there is so much mingling of man in machine and machine in man that the distinction is hard to make. We no longer make it. We are content to live happily and work happily. We are adjusted.”


“In the old days,” the Old One said, “we all had real bodies. Blood and bones and nerves and guts. Like me. We worked and sweated and loved and fought and killed and lived. You do not live . . . you adjusted supermen . . . machine-men . . . half-bred bastards of acid and sperm. Nowhere have I seen a blow struck, a kiss taken, the clash of conflict, life. How I yearn to see real life again . . . not your machine imitation.”


“That’s the ancient sickness, Old One,” Tom said seriously. “Why don’t you let us reconstruct you and heal you? If you would let us replace your ductless glands, recondition your reflexes, and…”


“No! No! No!” the Old One cried in a high passion. “I will not become another Tom.”


He lurched up from his chair and beat at the pleasant young man with his cane. The blow broke the skin on the young man’s face and was so unexpected that he cried out in astonishment. Another pleasant young man ran out on the veranda, seized the Old One and reseated him in his chair. Then he turned to Tom who was dabbing at the frosty liquid that oozed from the cut in his face.


“All right, Tom?”


“No great harm done.”


Tom looked at the Old One with awe.


“Do you know, I believe he actually wanted to hurt me.”


“Of course he did. This is your first time with him, isn’t it? You ought to see him curse and carry on. What an old unreconstructed rebel he is. We’re rather proud of the old boy. He’s unique. A museum of pathology.”


The second young man sat down alongside the Old One. “I’ll take him for a while. You go watch for the Envoy.”


The Old One was shaking and weeping. “In the old days,” he quavered, “there was courage and bravery and spirit and strength and red blood and courage and bravery and…”


“Now then, now then, Old One,” his new companion interrupted briskly, “we have them too. When we reconstruct a man we don’t take anything away from him but the rot in his mind and body.”


“Who are you?” the Old One asked.


“I’m Tom.”


“Tom?”


“No. Tom. Not Tom. Tom.”


“You’ve changed.”


“I’m not the same Tom that was here before.”


“You’re all Toms,” the Old One cried piteously. “You’re all the same God-forsaken Toms.”


“No, Old One. We’re all different. You just can’t see it.”


The turmoil and the cheering came closer. Out in the street before the hospital, the crowd began shouting in excited anticipation. A lane cleared. Far down the street there was a glitter of brass and the first pulse of the approaching music. Tom took the Old One under the arm and raised him from his chair.


“Come to the railing, Old One,” he said excitedly. “Come and watch the Envoy. This is a great day for Mother Earth. We’ve made contact with the stars at last. It’s a new era beginning.”


“It’s too late,” the Old One muttered. “Too late.”


“What do you mean, Old One?”


“We should have found them, not them us. We should have been first. In the old days we would have been first. In the old days there was courage and daring. We fought and endured. . . .”


“There he is,” Tom shouted, pointing down the street. “He’s stopped at the Institute. . . . Now he’s coming out. . . . He’s coming closer. . . . No. Wait! He’s stopped again. . . . At the Center. What a magnificent gesture. This isn’t just a token tour. He’s inspecting everything.”


“In the old days,” the Old One mumbled, “we would have come with fire and storm. We would have marched down strange streets with weapons on our hips and defiance in our eyes. Or if they came first we would have met them with strength and defiance. But not you . . . machine half-breeds . . . laboratory supermen . . . adjusted . . . reconstructed . . . worthless . . .”


“He’s come out of the Center,” Tom exclaimed. “He’s coming closer. Look well, Old One. Never forget this moment. He…” Tom stopped and took a shuddering breath. “Old One,” he said. “He’s going to stop at the hospital!”


The gleaming car stopped before the hospital. The band marked time, still playing lustily, joyfully. The crowd roared. In the car the officials were smiling, pointing, explaining. The Galactic Envoy arose to his full, fantastic height, stepped out of the car and strode toward the steps leading up to the veranda. His escort followed.


“Here he comes!” Tom yelled, and began a confused roaring of his own.


Suddenly the Old One broke away from the railing. He shoved past Tom and all the other Tom, and Dick and Harrys and Daisy, Anne and Marys crowding the veranda. He beat his way through them with his feeble, wicked cane and came face to face with the Galactic Envoy at the head of the steps. He stared at the Praying Mantis face with horror and revulsion for one instant, then he cried: “I greet you. I alone can greet you.”


He raised his cane and smote the face with all his strength.


“I’m the last man on earth,” he cried.


#bester


Image: “Cyborg vision” – Mauricio-Snap (some rights reserved)
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When people talk about getting away from it all, they are usually thinking about our great open spaces out west. But to science fiction writers, that would be practically in the heart of Times Square. When a man of the future wants solitude he picks a slab of rock floating in space four light years east of Andromeda. Here is a gentle little story about a man who sought the solitude of such a location. And who did he take along for company? None other than Charles the Robot.




Mark Rogers was a prospector, and he went to the asteroid belt looking for radioactives and rare metals. He searched for years, never finding much, hopping from fragment to fragment. After a time he settled on a slab of rock half a mile thick.


Rogers had been born old, and he didn't age much past a point. His face was white with the pallor of space, and his hands shook a little. He called his slab of rock Martha, after no girl he had ever known.


He made a little strike, enough to equip Martha with an air pump and a shack, a few tons of dirt and some water tanks, and a robot. Then he settled back and watched the stars.


The robot he bought was a standard-model all-around worker, with built-in memory and a thirty-word vocabulary. Mark added to that, bit by bit. He was something of a tinkerer, and he enjoyed adapting his environment to himself.


At first, all the robot could say was “Yes, sir,” and “No, sir.” He could state simple problems: “The air pump is laboring, sir.” “The corn is budding, sir.” He could perform a satisfactory salutation: “Good morning, sir.”


Mark changed that. He eliminated the “sirs” from the robot's vocabulary; equality was the rule on Mark's hunk of rock. Then he dubbed the robot Charles, after a father he had never known.


As the years passed, the air pump began to labor a little as it converted the oxygen in the planetoid's rock into a breathable atmosphere. The air seeped into space, and the pump worked a little harder, supplying more.


The crops continued to grow on the tamed black dirt of the planetoid. Looking up, Mark could see the sheer blackness of the river of space, the floating points of the stars. Around him, under him, overhead, masses of rock drifted, and sometimes the starlight glinted from their black sides. Occasionally, Mark caught a glimpse of Mars or Jupiter. Once he thought he saw Earth.


Mark began to tape new responses into Charles. He added simple responses to cue words. When he said, “How does it look?” Charles would answer, “Oh, pretty good, I guess.”


At first the answers were what Mark had been answering himself, in the long dialogue held over the years. But, slowly, he began to build a new personality into Charles.


Mark had always been suspicious and scornful of women. But for some reason he didn't tape the same suspicion into Charles. Charles' outlook was quite different.


“What do you think of girls?” Mark would ask, sitting on a packing case outside the shack, after the chores were done.


“Oh, I don't know. You have to find the right one.” The robot would reply dutifully, repeating what had been put on its tape.


“I never saw a good one yet,” Mark would say.


“Well, that's not fair. Perhaps you didn't look long enough. There's a girl in the world for every man.”


“You're a romantic!” Mark would say scornfully. The robot would pause—a built-in pause—and chuckle a carefully constructed chuckle.


“I dreamed of a girl named Martha once,” Charles would say. “Maybe if I would have looked, I would have found her.”


And then it would be bedtime. Or perhaps Mark would want more conversation. “What do you think of girls?” he would ask again, and the discussion would follow its same course.


Charles grew old. His limbs lost their flexibility, and some of his wiring started to corrode. Mark would spend hours keeping the robot in repair.


“You're getting rusty,” he would cackle.


“You're not so young yourself,” Charles would reply. He had an answer for almost everything. Nothing involved, but an answer.


It was always night on Martha, but Mark broke up his time into mornings, afternoons and evenings. Their life followed a simple routine. Breakfast, from vegetables and Mark's canned store. Then the robot would work in the fields, and the plants grew used to his touch. Mark would repair the pump, check the water supply, and straighten up the immaculate shack. Lunch, and the robot's chores were usually finished.


The two would sit on the packing case and watch the stars. They would talk until supper, and sometimes late into the endless night.


In time, Mark built more complicated conversations into Charles. He couldn't give the robot free choice, of course, but he managed a pretty close approximation of it. Slowly, Charles' personality emerged. But it was strikingly different from Mark's.


Where Mark was querulous, Charles was calm. Mark was sardonic, Charles was naive. Mark was a cynic, Charles was an idealist. Mark was often sad; Charles was forever content.


And in time, Mark forgot he had built the answers into Charles. He accepted the robot as a friend, of about his own age. A friend of long years' standing.


“The thing I don't understand,” Mark would say, “is why a man like you wants to live here. I mean, it's all right for me. No one cares about me, and I never gave much of a damn about anyone. But why you?”


“Here I have a whole world,” Charles would reply, “where on Earth I had to share with billions. I have the stars, bigger and brighter than on Earth. I have all space around me, close, like still waters. And I have you, Mark.”


“Now, don't go getting sentimental on me—”


“I'm not. Friendship counts. Love was lost long ago, Mark. The love of a girl named Martha, whom neither of us ever met. And that's a pity. But friendship remains, and the eternal night.”


“You're a bloody poet,” Mark would say, half admiringly. “A poor poet.”


Time passed unnoticed by the stars, and the air pump hissed and clanked and leaked. Mark was fixing it constantly, but the air of Martha became increasingly rare. Although Charles labored in the fields, the crops, deprived of sufficient air, died.


Mark was tired now, and barely able to crawl around, even without the grip of gravity. He stayed in his bunk most of the time. Charles fed him as best he could, moving on rusty, creaking limbs.


“What do you think of girls?”


“I never saw a good one yet.”


“Well, that's not fair.”


Mark was too tired to see the end coming, and Charles wasn't interested. But the end was on its way. The air pump threatened to give out momentarily. There hadn't been any food for days.


“But why you?” Gasping in the escaping air. Strangling.


“Here I have a whole world—”


“Don't get sentimental—”


“And the love of a girl named Martha.”


From his bunk Mark saw the stars for the last time. Big, bigger than ever, endlessly floating in the still waters of space.


“The stars ...” Mark said.


“Yes?”


“The sun?”


“—shall shine as now.”


“A bloody poet.”


“A poor poet.”


“And girls?”


“I dreamed of a girl named Martha once. Maybe if—”


“What do you think of girls? And stars? And Earth?” And it was bedtime, this time forever.


Charles stood beside the body of his friend. He felt for a pulse once, and allowed the withered hand to fall. He walked to a corner of the shack and turned off the tired air pump.


The tape that Mark had prepared had a few cracked inches left to run. “I hope he finds his Martha,” the robot croaked, and then the tape broke.


His rusted limbs would not bend, and he stood frozen, staring back at the naked stars. Then he bowed his head.


“The Lord is my shepherd,” Charles said. “I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me ...”


#sheckley


Picture: Bandicoot Robot – Converting manhole to robohole – Prince mamman (some rights reserved)
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Love in the Instant Replay generation.




“See?” Michael said. “You did, in fact, tell me to go to hell.” He played the tape again.


“Yeah, but you were the one that was shouting.” Marianne folded her arms across her chest.


“I was not.”


Marianne punched up peak level displays and froze the next section of tape. “See? Into the red.”


Michael sighed. “I'm tired of fighting. Can't we watch that time we made love at the beach?”


Some rights reserved


#shiner




  
    Ce qu'il y a de mieux dans une séparation (1999) - Lewis Shiner
    

  
  
Ce qu'il y a de mieux dans une séparation (1999) – Lewis Shiner


L'amour au sein de la génération playback




“Tu vois”, dit Michael. “En fait, tu m'as dit d'aller me faire voir”. Il repassa la cassette.


“Ouais, mais c'est toi qui criais.” Marianne croisa les bras sur sa poitrine.


“Je ne criais pas”.


Marianne augmenta l'affichage du niveau de crête et mis en pause la section suivante de la bande. “Tu vois ? Dans le rouge.”


Michael soupira. “J'en ai marre de me battre. On ne peut pas regarder la fois où on a fait l'amour sur la plage ?”


#shiner
#français


Original English version available here (Lewis Shiner's website).


Traduit avec l'autorisation de Lewis Shiner.


Certains droits réservés




  
    Short interview: Marie Vibbert
    

  
  
Short interview: Marie Vibbert


[image: short interview]



Marie Vibbert has sold over 70 short stories to magazines such as Nature, Vice, F&SF, and Analog. Her debut novel, Galactic Hellcats, is about a female biker gang in outer space rescuing a gay prince and was on the British Science Fiction Association long list for 2021. Her stories have been in year's best anthologies and translated into Chinese and Vietnamese. By day she's a computer programmer in Cleveland, Ohio. Learn more about her at https://marievibbert.com



1. According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


I remember a teacher of mine once saying that novels are like wars, you spend the first half just getting the troops into position, whereas short stories are like surgical strikes: get in, drop the bombs, and leave before they go off.


Novels can be messy in a way that short stories don’t get away with … they have a lot of room to wander, and are often more about building a relationship between the reader and the characters.  Short stories have to fit character, plot, and meaning in a much tighter space. The great thing about short stories is that tight space works well for exploring a single idea, and that’s why I think the short story has always been so important to the science fiction genre.


2. What's your favorite short story?


That’s a very tough question. I fall in love with a new ones all the time. One of my writing workshop mates wrote an absolute killer urban fantasy story last month that isn’t published yet, so watch for that from Joelle Presby. “The City Born Great” by N. K. Jemisin dominates my recent memory – I got to read it in two collections and for once wasn’t sad to see a repeat story! I dreamed for years of writing a story about the spirit of a city, and there she did it for me, and way better than I could.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


Would you pick from amongst your children?? Honestly, my favorites are unpublished. I have a haunting story about what it felt like growing up as a poor science fiction fan called “Flying Cars” and a noir crime time travel caper called “The Silver Dame and the Box of Mystery” – you can tell how much I love those stories because they’ve both gotten over 50 rejection letters each and I keep trying to send them out. But I feel like I ought to recommend something recent that’s online so your readers can enjoy it, so try “Things From Our Kitchen Junk Drawer That Could Save This Space Ship” on Daily Science Fiction (link).


#shortinterviews
#vibbert
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[image: Hubble Sees Stellar Glitter in a Cosmic Void]


She'd paid good money to see the inevitable ... and then had to work to make it happen!

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.”


#bradbury


Photo: Hubble Sees Stellar Glitter in a Cosmic Void – NASA Goddard Photo and Video (some rights reserved)
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Patrick Abbott is finishing his first novel, Fallen. It is about a PTSD-affected veteran assigned to a diplomatic mission to an alien race visiting Earth. Patrick's experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan as well as his reintegration into everyday life after his deployments inspire his writing. Additionally, he is a certified coach through the International Coaching Federation.



1. According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


The main difference is in the story arch. A novel is an epic with various acts featuring rises and falls and includes depths of characters and locations. Short stories, meanwhile, are basically board games with everything already in place for the main action. Comparing written stories to visual art, novels are like renaissance paintings featuring tons of action and detail, while short stories are snapshot photographs. Yet, both have their place and can equally entertain and impart morals.


2. What's your favorite short story?


I have to go with Hopkins Well by Adrienne Ray for a written short story. In about a dozen or so pages, this hard science fiction story makes one think about what being alive truly means and the nature of the soul. Moreover, Hopkins Well shows overtly religious science fiction can be well written, serious, and not preachy.


However, many of my favorite short stories have been orally passed down. I am very fortunate that I grew up in an oral storytelling culture, and many places I have traveled to also have rich oral storytelling cultures. My favorite has to be a true story my grandparents told me about an odd and terrifying night on their farm in the 1970s. My very religious grandparents, one Calvinistic and the other Lutheran of the very German form, went to sleep in separate beds during a storm one night. Sometime late at night, my grandmother noticed a bright light shining through the window like a searchlight. She lay in bed in terror as the light began to move around the house, all the time shining into the farmhouse through various windows. To her, it was as if the light was looking for grandpa and her. Finally, after a slow revolution around the house, the light was gone. My grandmother was too afraid to call out to my grandfather, so she stayed still and silent until dawn. It was only at the breakfast table that she mentioned the strange light. To her shock, grandpa said he saw the light looking into the house, too. My grandfather admitted the light scared him. Mind you, this was a man who was known to run outside in the dark with a shotgun when he thought he heard something usual outside. Neither of them had any idea what that light was, and it never returned. Nevertheless, both could independently recall that night for the rest of their lives. That short story gave me an appreciation of the fact that there are some bizarre and unknown things out there.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


Written short stories are a future project for me. Orally, I absolutely enjoy telling biographies about significant moments of historical people. The unique twist is that I say the story in the second person, only revealing who the person is at the very end. This way, history becomes alive for the listener as they imagine them doing the things these great men and women did. I have found doing this makes people willing to learn more about history.


4. As a Catholic, what is your experience of faith & hope?


That's a profound question, ha! Faith and hope are intertwined in Catholicism, and this has impacted me on a personal and writing level. Catholicism has an infinitely deep cosmology that combines everything seen and unseen, known and unknown. And what makes it so unique is that everyone and everything is a main character in the cosmos because of God's direct relationship with it.


In my life, both in the United States and deployed, I have had some rough experiences. Things like friends dying, personal mistakes made, and family collapsing have all taken a toll. But I know that suffering isn't some random side effect but something meaningful and purposeful because of my faith and hope. Knowing this has helped me through some very dark times.


This outlook also has significantly impacted my writing. I seek to show how everyone in my stories has not only their own motivations but also dignity, past, fears, desires, and sense of righteousness. Rather than being one-dimensional bad guys or merely misunderstood, I strive to have the villains be “real” characters. Their worldview and goals exist beyond simply being something the protagonist can defeat or survive. Additionally, deep down, despite their actions and beliefs, they still have the same spark of fundamental goodness about them that the main character has.


Links
Facebook
Instagram
Twitter


#shortinterviews
#abbott
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It was the awfullest dream in the world, no doubt about it. In fact, it seemed to be the only dream there was!




He was a morning type, so it was unusual that he should feel depressed in the morning. He tried to account for it, and could not.


He was a healthy man, so he ate a healthy breakfast. He was not too depressed for that. And he listened unconsciously to the dark girl with the musical voice. Often she ate at Cahill's in the mornings with her girl friend.


Grape juice, pineapple juice, orange juice, apple juice ... why did people look at him suspiciously just because he took four or five sorts of juice for breakfast?





“Agnes, it was ghastly. I was built like a sack. A sackful of skunk cabbage, I swear. And I was a green-brown color and had hair like a latrine mop. Agnes, I was sick with misery. It just isn't possible for anybody to feel so low. I can't shake it at all. And the whole world was like the underside of a log. It wasn't that, though. It wasn't just one bunch of things. It was everything. It was a world where things just weren't worth living. I can't come out of it....”


“Teresa, it was only a dream.”





Sausage, only four little links for an order. Did people think he was a glutton because he had four orders of sausage? It didn't seem like very much.


“My mother was a monster. She was a wart-hoggish animal. And yet she was still recognizable. How could my mother look like a wart-hog and still look like my mother? Mama's pretty!”


“Teresa, it was only a dream. Forget it.”





The stares a man must suffer just to get a dozen pancakes on his plate! What was the matter with people who called four pancakes a tall stack? And what was odd about ordering a quarter of a pound of butter? It was better than having twenty of those little pats each on its coaster.





“Agnes, we all of us had eyes that bugged out. And we stank! We were bloated, and all the time it rained a dirty green rain that smelled like a four letter word. Good grief, girl! We had hair all over us where we weren't warts. And we talked like cracked crows. We had crawlers. I itch just from thinking about it. And the dirty parts of the dream I won't even tell you. I've never felt so blue in my life. I just don't know how I'll make the day through.”


“Teresa, doll, how could a dream upset you so much?”





There isn't a thing wrong with ordering three eggs sunny-side up, and three over easy, and three poached ever so soft, and six of them scrambled. What law says a man should have all of his eggs fixed alike? Nor is there anything wrong with ordering five cups of coffee. That way the girl doesn't have to keep running over with refills.


Bascomb Swicegood liked to have bacon and waffles after the egg interlude and the earlier courses. But he was nearly at the end of his breakfast when he jumped up.


“What did she say?”


He was surprised at the violence of his own voice.


“What did who say, Mr. Swicegood?”


“The girl that was just here, that just left with the other girl.”


“That was Teresa, and the other girl was Agnes. Or else that was Agnes and the other girl was Teresa. It depends on which girl you mean. I don't know what either of them said.”


Bascomb ran out into the street.


“Girl, the girl who said it rained dirty green all the time, what's your name?”


“My name is Teresa. You've met me four times. Every morning you look like you never saw me before.”


“I'm Agnes,” said Agnes.


“What did you mean it rained dirty green all the time? Tell me all about it.”


“I will not, Mr. Swicegood. I was just telling a dream I had to Agnes. It isn't any of your business.”


“Well, I have to hear all of it. Tell me everything you dreamed.”


“I will not. It was a dirty dream. It isn't any of your business. If you weren't a friend of my Uncle Ed Kelly, I'd call a policeman for your bothering me.”


“Did you have things like live rats in your stomach to digest for you? Did they—”


“Oh! How did you know? Get away from me. I will call a policeman. Mr. McCarty, this man is annoying me.”


“The devil he is, Miss Ananias. Old Bascomb just doesn't have it in him any more. There's no more harm in him than a lamp post.”


“Did the lamp posts have hair on them, Miss Teresa? Did they pant and swell and smell green—”


“Oh! You couldn't know! You awful man!”


“I'm Agnes,” said Agnes; but Teresa dragged Agnes away with her.


“What is the lamp-post jag, Bascomb?” asked Officer Mossback McCarty.


“Ah—I know what it is like to be in hell, Mossback. I dreamed of it last night.”


“And well you should, a man who neglects his Easter duty year after year. But the lamp-post jag? If it concerns anything on my beat, I have to know about it.”


“It seems that I had the same depressing dream as the young lady, identical in every detail.”





Not knowing what dreams are (and we do not know) we should not find it strange that two people might have the same dream. There may not be enough of them to go around, and most dreams are forgotten in the morning.


Bascomb Swicegood had forgotten his dismal dream. He could not account for his state of depression until he heard Teresa Ananias telling pieces of her own dream to Agnes Schoenapfel. Even then it came back to him slowly at first, but afterwards with a rush.


The oddity wasn't that two people should have the same dream, but that they should discover the coincidence, what with the thousands of people running around and most of the dreams forgotten.


Yet, if it were a coincidence, it was a multiplex one. On the night when it was first made manifest it must have been dreamed by quite a number of people in one medium-large city. There was a small piece in an afternoon paper. One doctor had five different worried patients who had had dreams of rats in their stomachs, and hair growing on the insides of their mouths. This was the first publication of the shared-dream phenomenon.


The squib did not mention the foul-green-rain background, but later investigation uncovered that this and other details were common to the dreams.


But it was a reporter named Willy Wagoner who really put the town on the map. Until he did the job, the incidents and notices had been isolated. Doctor Herome Judas had been putting together some notes on the Green-Rain Syndrome. Doctor Florenz Appian had been working up his evidence on the Surex Ventriculus Trauma, and Professor Gideon Greathouse had come to some learned conclusions on the inner meaning of warts. But it was Willy Wagoner who went to the people for it, and then gave his conclusions back to the people.


Willy said that he had interviewed a thousand people at random. (He hadn't really; he had talked to about twenty. It takes longer than you might think to interview a thousand people.) He reported that slightly more than sixty-seven per cent had had a dream of the same repulsive world. He reported that more than forty-four per cent had had the dream more than once, thirty-two per cent more than twice, twenty-seven per cent more than three times. Many had had it every damned night. And many refused frostily to answer questions on the subject at all.


This was ten days after Bascomb Swicegood had heard Teresa Ananias tell her dream to Agnes.


Willy published the opinions of the three learned gentlemen above, and the theories and comments of many more. He also appended a hatful of answers he had received that were sheer levity.


But the phenomenon was not local. Wagoner's article was the first comprehensive (or at least wordy) treatment of it, but only by hours. Similar things were in other papers that very afternoon, and the next day.


It was more than a fad. Those who called it a fad fell silent after they themselves experienced the dream. The suicide index arose around the country and the world. The thing was now international. The cacophonous ditty Green Rain was on all the jukes, as was The Wart-Hog Song. People began to loathe themselves and each other. Women feared that they would give birth to monsters. There were new perversions committed in the name of the thing, and several orgiastic societies were formed with the stomach rat as a symbol. All entertainment was forgotten, and this was the only topic.


Nervous disorders took a fearful rise as people tried to stay awake to avoid the abomination, and as they slept in spite of themselves and suffered the degradation.





It is no joke to experience the same loathsome dream all night every night. It had actually come to that. All the people were dreaming it all night every night. It had passed from being a joke to being a universal menace. Even the sudden new millionaires who rushed their cures to the market were not happy. They also suffered whenever they slept, and they knew that their cures were not cures.


There were large amounts posted for anyone who could cure the populace of the wart-hog-people dreams. There was presidential edict and dictator decree, and military teams attacked the thing as a military problem, but they were not able to subdue it.


Then one night a nervous lady heard a voice in her noisome dream. It was one of the repulsive cracked wart-hog voices. “You are not dreaming,” said the voice. “This is the real world. But when you wake you will be dreaming. That barefaced world is not a world at all. It is only a dream. This is the real world.” The lady awoke howling. And she had not howled before, for she was a demure lady.


Nor was she the only one who awoke howling. There were hundreds, then thousands, then millions. The voice spoke to all and engendered a doubt. Which was the real world? Almost equal time was now spent in each, for the people had come to need more sleep and most of them had arrived at spending a full twelve hours or more in the nightmarish world.


“It could be” was the title of a headlined article on the subject by the same Professor Greathouse mentioned above. It could be, he said, that the world on which the green rain fell incessantly was the real world. It could be that the wart-hogs were real and the people a dream. It could be that rats in the stomach were normal, and other methods of digestion were chimerical.


And then a very great man went on the air in worldwide broadcast with a speech that was a ringing call for collective sanity. It was the hour of decision, he said. The decision would be made. Things were at an exact balance, and the balance would be tipped.


“But we can decide. One way or the other, we will decide. I implore you all in the name of sanity that you decide right. One world or the other will be the world of tomorrow. One of them is real and one of them is a dream. Both are with us now, and the favor can go to either. But listen to me here: whichever one wins, the other will have always been a dream, a momentary madness soon forgotten. I urge you to the sanity which in a measure I have lost myself. Yet in our darkened dilemma I feel that we yet have a choice. Choose!”


And perhaps that was the turning point.


The mad dream disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared. The world came back to normal with an embarrassed laugh. It was all over. It had lasted from its inception six weeks.





Bascomb Swicegood, a morning type, felt excellent this morning. He breakfasted at Cahill's, and he ordered heavily as always. And he listened with half an ear to the conversation of two girls at the table next to his.


“But I should know you,” he said.


“Of course. I'm Teresa.”


“I'm Agnes,” said Agnes.


“Mr. Swicegood, how could you forget? It was when the dreams first came, and you overheard me telling mine to Agnes. Then you ran after us in the street because you had had the same dream, and I wanted to have you arrested. Weren't they horrible dreams? And have they ever found out what caused them?”


“They were horrible, and they have not found out. They ascribe it to group mania, which is meaningless. And now there are those who say that the dreams never came at all, and soon they will be nearly forgotten. But the horror of them! The loneliness!”


“Yes, we hadn't even pediculi to curry our body hair. We almost hadn't any body hair.”


Teresa was an attractive girl. She had a cute trick of popping the smallest rat out of her mouth so it could see what was coming into her stomach. She was bulbous and beautiful. “Like a sackful of skunk cabbage,” Bascomb murmured admiringly in his head, and then flushed green at his forwardness of phrase.


Teresa had protuberances upon protuberances and warts on warts, and hair all over her where she wasn't warts and bumps. “Like a latrine mop!” sighed Bascomb with true admiration. The cracked clang of Teresa's voice was music in the early morning.


All was right with the earth again. Gone the hideous nightmare world when people had stood barefaced and lonely, without bodily friends or dependents. Gone that ghastly world of the sick blue sky and the near-absence of entrancing odor.


Bascomb attacked manfully his plate of prime carrion. And outside the pungent green rain fell incessantly.


#lafferty


painting: A young peasant girl sleeping (1874), by Léon Bazille Perrault




  
    Short interview: Neal Asher
    

  
  
Short interview: Neal Asher


[image: short interview]




Prior to 2000 Neal Asher had stories accepted by British small press SF and fantasy magazines but post 2000 his writing career took flight. Pan Macmillan offered him a three-book contract and have now published many more UK, America, Russia, Germany, France, Spain, Portugal, Japan Czechoslovakia and Romania. The majority of his novels are set within one future history, known as the Polity universe. The Polity encompasses many classic science fiction tropes including world-ruling artificial intelligences, androids, hive minds and aliens.



1. According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


Within the constraints of the word count, which I put as below 10,000 (you’ll get all sorts of variations on the defining word count) it must be a story that has a beginning, a middle and an end. In the beginning you world build and establish the theme – a problem to be solved – in the middle you get into the meat of the thing, character and reveals, and at the end you complete. The lines are blurred since you can world build all the way through, a reveal can be at the beginning or the end and also any problems don’t have to be solved.


For me it is as much an instinctive thing as with a novel: both of them must take the reader to another place and they must complete – they must have a satisfactory ending. What you don’t do is what the Slipstream writers of the 80s and 90s did whereby they introduced a character, some weird events and then just ended the lump of writing without a satisfactory conclusion.


A novel is the structure of a short story writ large. Everything can be expanded: more characters with more depth, extensive world building, a larger problem or a whole mass of them, tangled plot threads – you can be more relaxed and explore more. I guess a way to define either is by how you pack in ‘meaning’. In a novel you can put in more, with nuance, while in a short story you are constrained so every sentence has to have more meaning, more impact and deliver more of the goods. But again those constraints should not lead to the abandonment of structure and ‘completion’. I see this as a scale: series of books are a large expansion of all the above components, single books are a smaller expansion, collapsing down to novellas, novelettes, short stories and even to the smaller collapsed state where meaning is packed into every word and interrelation as in poetry.


2. What's your favorite short story?


That’s a difficult one. Having read a previous interview here with Peter Watts, I would, as he did, put Flowers for Algernon up there in the top short stories. Otherwise I’m quite vague about the matter. As with novels I don’t really have favourites or, rather, my choices vary with time, what I’m reading or what I remember. I know that Gift from the Culture by Ian M Banks sticks in my mine and I loved the collection State of the Art. I know that I have very much enjoyed short stories by Stephen King, while a particular collection of short stories, all of which were excellent, is Stories of your Life and Others by Ted Chiang. But beyond this I don’t have much more to say on the matter.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


Again, I like different ones for different reasons. Snow in the Desert, a story that has been published in a small press magazine called Spectrum SF, also Asimov’s, a Gardner Dozois collection, in my collection The Gabble and singularly on Kindle is much in my mind lately, but that’s certainly because I’ve seen it up on the screen in the second season of Love, Death and Robots on Netflix. It’s a favourite because of the legs it has! Others I like because of the strange biology and tech, like The Gabble, Softly Spoke the Gabbleduck and others besides. I’ve written a lot of short stories and when I look at the contents lists of various collections my opinion is all over the place. Better I think to define the stories of mine I like by the pleasure of creation when they arose out of a semi-lucid dreaming state and strayed into unexpected places. In this category falls one called The Gurnard. The latest, though more of a novella, is The Bosch (on Kindle), where I strayed into some deep weirdness.


#shortinterviews


Neal Asher's website:
https://www.nealasher.co.uk/
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For Dan Halbert, the road to Tycho began in college—when Lissa Lenz asked to borrow his computer. Hers had broken down, and unless she could borrow another, she would fail her midterm project. There was no one she dared ask, except Dan.



This put Dan in a dilemma. He had to help her—but if he lent her his computer, she might read his books. Aside from the fact that you could go to prison for many years for letting someone else read your books, the very idea shocked him at first. Like everyone, he had been taught since elementary school that sharing books was nasty and wrong—something that only pirates would do.


And there wasn't much chance that the SPA—the Software Protection Authority—would fail to catch him. In his software class, Dan had learned that each book had a copyright monitor that reported when and where it was read, and by whom, to Central Licensing. (They used this information to catch reading pirates, but also to sell personal interest profiles to retailers.) The next time his computer was networked, Central Licensing would find out. He, as computer owner, would receive the harshest punishment—for not taking pains to prevent the crime.


Of course, Lissa did not necessarily intend to read his books. She might want the computer only to write her midterm. But Dan knew she came from a middle-class family and could hardly afford the tuition, let alone her reading fees. Reading his books might be the only way she could graduate. He understood this situation; he himself had had to borrow to pay for all the research papers he read. (Ten percent of those fees went to the researchers who wrote the papers; since Dan aimed for an academic career, he could hope that his own research papers, if frequently referenced, would bring in enough to repay this loan.)


Later on, Dan would learn there was a time when anyone could go to the library and read journal articles, and even books, without having to pay. There were independent scholars who read thousands of pages without government library grants. But in the 1990s, both commercial and nonprofit journal publishers had begun charging fees for access. By 2047, libraries offering free public access to scholarly literature were a dim memory.


There were ways, of course, to get around the SPA and Central Licensing. They were themselves illegal. Dan had had a classmate in software, Frank Martucci, who had obtained an illicit debugging tool, and used it to skip over the copyright monitor code when reading books. But he had told too many friends about it, and one of them turned him in to the SPA for a reward (students deep in debt were easily tempted into betrayal). In 2047, Frank was in prison, not for pirate reading, but for possessing a debugger.


Dan would later learn that there was a time when anyone could have debugging tools. There were even free debugging tools available on CD or downloadable over the net. But ordinary users started using them to bypass copyright monitors, and eventually a judge ruled that this had become their principal use in actual practice. This meant they were illegal; the debuggers' developers were sent to prison.


Programmers still needed debugging tools, of course, but debugger vendors in 2047 distributed numbered copies only, and only to officially licensed and bonded programmers. The debugger Dan used in software class was kept behind a special firewall so that it could be used only for class exercises.


It was also possible to bypass the copyright monitors by installing a modified system kernel. Dan would eventually find out about the free kernels, even entire free operating systems, that had existed around the turn of the century. But not only were they illegal, like debuggers—you could not install one if you had one, without knowing your computer's root password. And neither the FBI nor Microsoft Support would tell you that.


Dan concluded that he couldn't simply lend Lissa his computer. But he couldn't refuse to help her, because he loved her. Every chance to speak with her filled him with delight. And that she chose him to ask for help, that could mean she loved him too.


Dan resolved the dilemma by doing something even more unthinkable—he lent her the computer, and told her his password. This way, if Lissa read his books, Central Licensing would think he was reading them. It was still a crime, but the SPA would not automatically find out about it. They would only find out if Lissa reported him.


Of course, if the school ever found out that he had given Lissa his own password, it would be curtains for both of them as students, regardless of what she had used it for. School policy was that any interference with their means of monitoring students' computer use was grounds for disciplinary action. It didn't matter whether you did anything harmful—the offense was making it hard for the administrators to check on you. They assumed this meant you were doing something else forbidden, and they did not need to know what it was.


Students were not usually expelled for this—not directly. Instead they were banned from the school computer systems, and would inevitably fail all their classes.


Later, Dan would learn that this kind of university policy started only in the 1980s, when university students in large numbers began using computers. Previously, universities maintained a different approach to student discipline; they punished activities that were harmful, not those that merely raised suspicion.


Lissa did not report Dan to the SPA. His decision to help her led to their marriage, and also led them to question what they had been taught about piracy as children. The couple began reading about the history of copyright, about the Soviet Union and its restrictions on copying, and even the original United States Constitution. They moved to Luna, where they found others who had likewise gravitated away from the long arm of the SPA. When the Tycho Uprising began in 2062, the universal right to read soon became one of its central aims.


#stallman


You can read the the story and the author's notes on gnu.org
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He had flared up more brightly than anyone in memory. And then he was gone. Yet there was ironic laughter where he had been; and his ghost still walked. That was the oddest thing: to encounter his ghost.




It was like coming suddenly on Haley's Comet drinking beer at the Plugged Nickel Bar, and having it deny that it was a celestial phenomenon at all, that it had ever been beyond the sun. For he could have been the man of the century, and now it was not even known if he was alive. And if he were alive, it would be very odd if he would be hanging around places like the Plugged Nickel Bar.


This all begins with the award. But before that it begins with the man.


Professor Aloys Foulcault-Oeg was acutely embarrassed and in a state of dread.


“These I have to speak to, all these great men. Is even glory worth the price when it must be paid in such coin?”


Aloys did not have the amenities, the polish, the tact. A child of penury, he had all his life eaten bread that was part sawdust, and worn shoes that were part cardboard. He had an overcoat that had been his father's, and before that his grandfather's.


This coat was no longer handsome, its holes being stuffed and quilted with ancient rags. It was long past its years of greatness, and even when Aloys had inherited it as a young man it was in the afternoon of its life. And yet it was worth more than anything else he owned in the world.


Professor Aloys had become great in spite of—or because of?—his poverty. He had worked out his finest theory, a series of nineteen interlocked equations of cosmic shapeliness and simplicity. He had worked it out on a great piece of butchers' paper soaked with lamb's blood, and had so given it to the world.


And once it was given, it was almost as though nothing else could be added on any subject whatsoever. Any further detailing would be only footnotes to it and all the sciences no more than commentaries.


Naturally this made him famous. But the beauty of it was that it made him famous, not to the commonalty of mankind (this would have been a burden to his sensitively tuned soul), but to a small and scattered class of extremely erudite men (about a score of them in the world). Their recognition brought him almost, if not quite, complete satisfaction.


But he was not famous in his own street or his own quarter of town. And it was in this stark conglomerate of dark-souled alleys and roofs that Professor Aloys had lived all his life till just thirty-seven days ago.


When he received the announcement, award, and invitation, he quickly calculated the time. It was not very long to allow travel halfway around the world. Being locked out of his rooms, as he often was, he was unencumbered by baggage or furniture, and he left for the ceremony at once.


With the announcement, award, and invitation, there had also been a check; but as he was not overly familiar with the world of finance or with the English language in which it was written, he did not recognize it for what it was. Having used the back of it to write down a formula that had crept into his mind, he shoved the check, forgotten, into one of the pockets of his greatcoat.





For three days he rode a river boat to the port city, hidden and hungry. There he concealed himself on an ocean tramp. That he did not starve on this was due to the caprice of the low-lifers who discovered him, for they made him stay hidden in a terrible bunker and every day or two they passed in a bucket to him.


Then, several ports and many days later, he left the ship like a crippled, dirty animal. And it was in That City and on That Day. For the award was to be that evening.


“These I have to speak to, all these wonderful men who are higher than the grocers, higher than the butchers even. These men get more respect than a policeman, than a canal boat captain. They are wiser than a mayor and more honored than a merchant. They know arts more intricate than a clock-maker's and are virtuous beyond the politicians. More perspicacious than editors, more talented than actors, these are the great men of the world. And I am only Aloys, and now I am too ragged and dirty even to be Aloys any more. I no longer am a man with a name.”


For he was very humble as he walked the great town where even the shop girls were dressed like princesses, and all the restaurants were so fine that only the rich people would have dared to go in them at all. Had there been poor people (and there were none) there would have been no place for them to eat.


“But it is to me they have given the prize. Not to Schellendore and not to Ottlebaum, not to Francks nor Timiryaseff, not even to Pitirim-Koss, the latchet of whose shoe I am not—but why do I say that?—he was not, after all, very bright—all of them are inadequate in some way—the only one who was ever able to get to the heart of these great things was Aloys Foulcault-Oeg, who happens to be myself. It is a strange thing that they should honor me, and yet I believe they could not have made a better choice.”


So pride and fear warred in him, but it was always the pride that lost. For he had only a little bit of pride, undernourished and on quaking ground, and against it was a whole legion of fears, apprehensions, shames, dreads, embarrassments, and nightmarish bashfulnesses.


He begged a little bit when he had found a poor part of town. But even here the people were of the rich poor, not the poor as he had known them.





When he had money in his pocket, he had a meal. Then he went to Jiffy Quick While You Wait Cleaners Open Day and Night to have his clothes cleaned. He wrapped himself in dignity and a blanket while he waited. And as the daylight was coming to an end, they brought his clothes back to him.


“We have done all we could do. If we had a week or a month, we might do a little more, but not much.”





Then he went out into the town, cleaner than he had been in many years, and he walked to the hall of the Commendation and Award. Here he watched all the great men arrive in private cars and taxis: Ergodic Eimer, August Angstrom, Vladimir Vor. He watched them and thought of what he would say to them, and then he realized that he had forgotten his English.


“I remember dog, that is the first word I ever learned, but what will I say to them about a dog? I remember house and horse and apple and fish. Oh, now I remember the entire language. But what if I forget it again? Would it not be an odd speech if I could only say apple and fish and house and dog? I would be shamed.”


He wished he were rich and could dress in white like the street sweepers, or in black leather like the newsboy on the corner. He saw Edward Edelstein and Christopher Cronin enter and he cowered on the street and knew that he would never be able to talk to those great men.


A fine gentleman came out and walked directly to him.


“You are the great Professor Foulcault-Oeg? I would have known you anywhere. True greatness shines from you. Our city is honored tonight. Come inside and we will go to a little room apart, for I see that you will have to compose yourself first. I am Graf-Doktor Hercule Bienville-Stravroguine.”


Whyever he said he was the Graf-Doktor is a mystery, because he was Willy McGilly and the other was just a name that he made up that minute.


Within, they went to a small room behind the cloak room. But here, in spite of the smooth kindness of the gracious gentleman, Aloys knew that he would never be able to compose himself. He was an epouvantail, a pugalo, a clown, a ragamuffin. He looked at the nineteen-point outline of the address he was to give. He shuddered and he gobbled like a turkey. He sniffled and he wiped his nose on his sleeve. He was terrified that the climax of his life's work should find him too craven to accept it. And he discovered that he had forgotten his English again.


“I remember bread and butter, but I don't know which one goes on top. I know pencil and pen-knife and bed, but I have entirely forgotten the word for maternal uncle. I remember plow, but what in the world will I say to all these great men about a plow? I pray that this cup may pass from me.”


Then he disintegrated in one abject mass of terror. Several minutes went by.





But when he emerged from the room he was a different man entirely. Erect, alive, intense, queerly handsome, and now in formal attire, he mounted with the sure grace of a panther to the speaker's platform. Once only he glanced at the nineteen-point outline of his address. As there is no point in keeping it a secret, it was as follows: 1. Cepheid and Cerium—How Long Is a Yardstick? 2. Double Trouble—Is Ours a Binary Universe? 3. Cerebrum and Cortex—the Mathematics of Melancholia. 4. Microphysics and Megacyclic Polyneums. 5. Ego, No, Hemeis—the Personality of the Subconscious. 6. Linear Convexity and Lateral Intransigence. 7. Betelgeuse Betrayed—the Myth of Magnitude. 8. Mu-Meson, the Secret of Metamorphosis. 9. Theogony and Tremor—the Mathematics of Seismology. 10. Planck's Constant and Agnesi's Variable. 11. Dien-cephalon and Di-Gamma—Unconscionable Thoughts about Consciousness. 12. Inverse Squares and the Quintesimal Radicals. 13. The Chain of Error in the Lineal B Translation. 14. Skepticism—the Humor of the Humorless. 15. Ogive and Volute—Thoughts on Celestial Curviture. 16. Conic Sections—Small Pieces of Infinity. 17. Eschatology—Medium Thoughts about the End. 18. Hypo-polarity and Cosmic Hysteresis. 19. The Invisible Quadratic, or This is All Simpler than You Think.


You will immediately see the beauty of this skeleton, and yet to flesh it would not be the work of an ordinary man.


He glanced over it with the sure smile of complete confidence. Then he spoke softly to the master of ceremonies in a whisper with a rumble that could be heard throughout the hall.


“I am here. I will begin. There is no need for any further introduction.”


For the next three and a half hours he held that intelligent audience completely spellbound, enchanted. They followed, or seemed to follow, his lightning flashes of metaphor illumining the craggy chasms of his vasty subjects.


They thrilled to the magnetic power of his voice, urbane yet untamed, with its polyglot phrasing and its bare touch of accent so strange as to be baffling; ancient, surely, and yet from a land beyond the Pale. And they quivered with interior pleasure at the glorious unfolding in climax after climax of these before only half-glimpsed vistas.


Here was a world of mystery revealed in all its wildness, and it obeyed and stood still, and he named its name. The nebula and the conch lay down together, and the ultra-galaxies equated themselves with the zeta mesons. Like a rich householder, he brought from his store treasures old and new, and nothing like them had ever been seen or heard before.





At one point Professor Timiryaseff cried out in bafflement and incomprehension, and Doctor Ergodic Eimer buried his face in his hands, for even these most erudite men could not glimpse all the shattering profundity revealed by the fantastic speaker.


And when it was over they were limp and delighted that so much had been made known to them. They had the crown without the cross, and the odd little genius had filled them with a rich glow.


The rest was perfunctory, commendations and testimonials from all the great men. The trophy, heavy and rich but not flashy, worth the lifetime salary of a professor of mathematics, was accepted almost carelessly. And then the cup was passed quietly, which is to say the tall cool glasses went around as the men still lingered and talked with hushed pleasure.


“Gin,” said the astonishing orator. “It is the drink of bums and impoverished scholars, and I am both. Yes, anything at all with it.”


Then he spoke to Maecenas, who was at his side, the patron who was footing the bill for all this gracious extravagance.





“The check I have never cashed, having been much in movement since I have received it. And as to me it is a large amount, though perhaps not to others, and as you yourself have signed it, I wonder if you could cash it for me now.”


“At once,” said Maecenas, “at once. Ten minutes and we shall have the sum here. Ah, you have endorsed it with a formula! Who but Professor Aloys Foulcault-Oeg could be so droll? Look, he has endorsed it with a formula!”


“Look, look! Let us copy! Why, this is marvelous! It takes us even beyond his great speech of tonight. The implications of it!”


“Oh, the implications!” they said as they copied it off, and the implications rang in their heads like bells of the future.


Now it had suddenly become very late, and the elated little man with the gold and gemmed trophy under one arm and the packet of bank notes in his pocket disappeared as by magic.





Professor Aloys Foulcault-Oeg was not seen again; or, if seen, he was not known, for hardly anyone would have known his face. In fact, when he had painfully released the bonds by which he had been tied in the little room behind the cloak room, and removed the shackles from his ankles, he did not pause at all, but slipped into his greatcoat and ran out into the night. Not for many blocks did he even remove the gag from his mouth, not realizing in his confusion what it was that obstructed his speech and breathing. But when he got it out, it was a pleasant relief.


A kind gentleman took him in hand, the second to do so that night. He was bundled into a kind of taxi and driven to a mysterious quarter called Wreckville. And deep inside a secret building he was given a bath and a bowl of hot soup. And later he gathered with others at a festive board.


Here Willy McGilly was king. As he worked his way into his cups with the gold trophy in front of him, he expounded and elucidated.


“I was wonderful. I held them in the palm of my hand. Was I not wonderful, Oeg?”


“I could not hear all, for I was on the floor of the little room. But from what I could hear, yes, you were wonderful.”


“Only once in my life did I give a better speech. It was the same speech, but it was newer then. This was in Little Dogie, New Mexico, and I was selling a snake-oil derivative whose secret I still cannot reveal. But I was good tonight and some of them cried. And now what will you do, Oeg? Do you know what we are?”


“Moshennekov.”


“Why, so we are.”


“Schwindlern.”


“The very word.”


“Low-life con men. And the world you live on is not the one you were born on. I will join you if I may.”


“Oeg, you have a talent for going to the core of the apple.”


For when a man (however unlikely a man) shows real talent, then the Wreckville bunch has to recruit him. They cannot have uncontrolled talent running loose in the commonalty of mankind.


#lafferty
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The coppers smashed my father's printer when I was eight. I remember the hot, cling-film-in-a-microwave smell of it, and Da's look of ferocious concentration as he filled it with fresh goop, and the warm, fresh-baked feel of the objects that came out of it.


The coppers came through the door with truncheons swinging, one of them reciting the terms of the warrant through a bullhorn. One of Da's customers had shopped him. The ipolice paid in high-grade pharmaceuticals — performance enhancers, memory supplements, metabolic boosters. The kind of things that cost a fortune over the counter; the kind of things you could print at home, if you didn't mind the risk of having your kitchen filled with a sudden crush of big, beefy bodies, hard truncheons whistling through the air, smashing anyone and anything that got in the way.


They destroyed grandma's trunk, the one she'd brought from the old country. They smashed our little refrigerator and the purifier unit over the window. My tweetybird escaped death by hiding in a corner of his cage as a big, booted foot crushed most of it into a sad tangle of printer-wire.


Da. What they did to him. When he was done, he looked like he'd been brawling with an entire rugby side. They brought him out the door and let the newsies get a good look at him as they tossed him in the car. All the while a spokesman told the world that my Da's organized-crime bootlegging operation had been responsible for at least 20 million in contraband, and that my Da, the desperate villain, had resisted arrest.


I saw it all from my phone, in the remains of the sitting room, watching it on the screen and wondering how, just how anyone could look at our little flat and our terrible, manky estate and mistake it for the home of an organized crime kingpin. They took the printer away, of course, and displayed it like a trophy for the newsies. Its little shrine in the kitchenette seemed horribly empty. When I roused myself and picked up the flat and rescued my poor peeping tweetybird, I put a blender there. It was made out of printed parts, so it would only last a month before I'd need to print new bearings and other moving parts. Back then, I could take apart and reassemble anything that could be printed.


By the time I turned 18, they were ready to let Da out of prison. I'd visited him three times — on my tenth birthday, on his fiftieth, and when Ma died. It had been two years since I'd last seen him and he was in bad shape. A prison fight had left him with a limp, and he looked over his shoulder so often it was like he had a tic. I was embarrassed when the minicab dropped us off in front of the estate, and tried to keep my distance from this ruined, limping skeleton as we went inside and up the stairs.


“Lanie,” he said, as he sat me down. “You're a smart girl, I know that. You wouldn't know where your old Da could get a printer and some goop?”


I squeezed my hands into fists so tight my fingernails cut into my palms. I closed my eyes. “You've been in prison for ten years, Da. Ten. Years. You're going to risk another ten years to print out more blenders and pharma, more laptops and designer hats?”


He grinned. “I'm not stupid, Lanie. I've learned my lesson. There's no hat or laptop that's worth going to jail for. I'm not going to print none of that rubbish, never again.” He had a cup of tea, and he drank it now like it was whisky, a sip and then a long, satisfied exhalation. He closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair.


“Come here, Lanie, let me whisper in your ear. Let me tell you the thing that I decided while I spent ten years in lockup. Come here and listen to your stupid Da.”


I felt a guilty pang about ticking him off. He was off his rocker, that much was clear. God knew what he went through in prison. “What, Da?” I said, leaning in close.


“Lanie, I'm going to print more printers. Lots more printers. One for everyone. That's worth going to jail for. That's worth anything.”


#doctorow


Some rights reserved under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 license
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The castaway was a wanted man—but he didn't know how badly he was wanted!

 
If Cheviot Sherwood ever had believed in miracles, he believed in them no longer. He had no illusions now. He knew exactly what he faced.



His life would come to an end on this uninhabited backwoods planet and there'd be none to mourn him, none to know. Not, he thought, that there would be any mourners, under any circumstance. Although there were those who would be glad to see him, who would come running if they knew where he might be found.


These were people, very definitely, that Sherwood had no desire to see.


His great, one might say his overwhelming, desire not to see them could account in part for his present situation, since he had taken off from the last planet of record without filing flight plans and lacking clearance.


Since no one knew where he might have headed and since his radio was junk, there was no likelihood at all that anyone would find him—even if they looked, which would be a matter of some doubt. Probably the most that anyone would do would be to send out messages to other planets to place authorities on the alert for him.





And since his spaceship, for the lack of a certain valve for which he had no replacement, was not going anywhere, he was stuck here on this planet.


If that had been all there had been to it, it might not have been so bad. But there was a final irony that under other circumstances (if it had been happening to someone else, let's say), would have kept Sherwood in stitches of forthright merriment for hours on end at the very thought of it. But since he was the one involved, there was no merriment.


For now, when he could gain no benefit, he was potentially rich beyond even his own most greedy and most lurid dreams.


On the ridge above the camp he'd get up beside his crippled spaceship lay a strip of clay-cemented conglomerate that fairly reeked with diamonds. They lay scattered on the hillside, washed out by the weather; they were mixed liberally in the gravel of the tiny stream that wended through the valley. They could be picked up by the basket. They were of high quality; there were several, the size of human skulls, that probably were priceless.


Sherwood was of a hardy, rough and tumble breed. Once he became convinced of his situation he made the best of it. He made his camp into a home and laid in supplies—digging roots, gathering nuts, drying fish and making pemmican. If he was to be cast in the role of a Robinson Crusoe, he proposed to be at least comfortably well fed.


In his spare time he gathered diamonds, dumping them in a pile outside his shack. And in the idle afternoons or the long evenings, he sat beside his campfire and sorted them out—washing them free of clinging dirt and grading them according to their size and brilliance. The very best of them he put into a sack, designed for easy grabbing if the time should ever come when he might depart the planet.


Not that he had any hope this would come about.


Even so, he was a man who planned against contingencies. He always tried to have some sort of loop-hole. Had this not been the case, his career would have ended long before, at any one of a dozen times or places. That it apparently had come to an end now could be attributed to a certain lack of foresight in not carrying a full complement of spare parts. Although perhaps this was understandable, since never before in the history of space flight had that particular valve which now spelled out Sherwood's doom ever misbehaved.


Perhaps it was well for him that he was not an introspective man. If he had been given to much searching thought, he might have found himself living with his past, and there were places in his past that were far from pretty.


He was lucky in many other ways, of course. The planet was not a bad one, a sort of New England planet with a rocky, tumbled terrain, forested by scrubby trees and distinctly terrestrial. He might just as easily have been marooned upon a jungle planet or one of the icy planets or any of another dozen different kinds that were not tolerant of life.


So he settled in and made the best of it and didn't even bother to count off the days. For he knew what he was in for.


He counted on no miracle.





The miracle he had not counted on came late one afternoon as he sat, cross-legged, sorting out his latest haul of priceless diamonds.


The great black ship came in from the east across the rolling hills. It whistled down across the ridges and settled to the ground a short distance from Sherwood's crippled ship and his patched-together shack.


It was no patrol vessel, although in his position, Sherwood would have welcomed even one of these. It was a kind of ship he'd never seen before. It was globular and black and it had no identifying marks on it.


He leaped to his feet and ran toward the ship. He waved his arms in welcome and whooped with his delight. He stopped a hundred feet away when he felt the first whiff of the heat that had been picked up by the vessel's hull in its plunge through atmosphere.


“Hey, in there!” he yelled.


And the Ship spoke to him. “You need not yell,” it told him. “I can hear you very well.”


“Who are you?” asked Sherwood.


“I am the Ship,” the voice told him.


“Quit fooling around,” yelled Sherwood, “and tell me who you are.”


For the sort of answer it had given was foolishness. Of course it was the ship. It was someone in the ship, talking to him through a speaker in the hull.


“I have told you,” said the Ship. “I am the Ship.”


“But there is someone speaking to me.”


“The ship is speaking to you.”


“All right, then,” said Sherwood. “If you want it that way, it's okay with me. Can you take me out of here? My radio is broken and my ship disabled.”


“Perhaps I can,” said the Ship. “Tell me who you are.”


Sherwood hesitated for a moment, and then he told who he was, quite truthfully. For it suddenly had occurred to him that this ship was as much an outlaw as he was himself. It had no markings and all ships must have markings.


“You say you left your last port without proper clearance?”


“Yes,” said Sherwood. “There were certain circumstances.”


“And no one knows where you are? No one's looking for you?”


“How could they?” Sherwood asked.


“Where do you want to go?”


“Just anywhere,” said Sherwood. “I have no preference.”





For even if they should land him somewhere where he had no wish to be, he still would have a running chance. On this planet he had no chance at all.


“All right,” said the ship. “You can come aboard.”


A hatch came open in the hull and a ladder began running out.


“Just a second,” Sherwood shouted. “I'll be right there.”


He sprinted to the shack and grabbed his sack of the finest diamonds, then legged it for the ship. He got there almost as soon as the ladder touched the ground.


The hull still was crackling with warmth, but Sherwood swarmed up the ladder, paying no attention.


He was set for life, he thought. Unless—


And then the thought struck him that they might take the diamonds from him. They could pretend it was payment for his passage. Or they could simply take them without an excuse of any sort at all.


But it was too late now. He was almost in the hatch. To drop the sack of diamonds now would do no more than arouse suspicion and would gain him nothing.


It came of greediness, he thought. He did not need this many diamonds. Just a half dozen of the finest dropped into his pockets would have been enough. Enough to buy him another ship so he could return and get a load of them.


But he was committed now. There was nothing he could do except to see it through.


He reached the hatch and tumbled through it. There was no one waiting. The inner lock stood open and there was no one there.


He stopped to stare at the emptiness and behind him the retracting ladder rumbled softly and the hatch hissed to a close.


“Hey,” he shouted, “where is everyone?”


“There is no one here,” the voice said, “but me.”


“All right,” said Sherwood. “Where do I go to find you?”


“You have found me,” said the Ship. “You are standing in me.”


“You mean....”


“I told you,” said the Ship. “I said I was the Ship. That is what I am.”


“But no one....”


“You do not understand,” said the Ship. “There is no need of anyone. I am myself. I am intelligent. I am part machine, part human. Rather, perhaps, at one time I was. I have thought, in recent years, the two of us have merged so we're neither human nor machine, but something new entirely.”


“You're kidding me,” said Sherwood, beginning to get frightened. “There can't be such a thing.”


“Consider,” said the Ship, “a certain human who had worked for years to build me and who, as he finished me, found death was closing in....”


“Let me out!” yelled Sherwood. “Let me out of here! I don't want to be rescued. I don't want....”


“I'm afraid, Mr. Sherwood, it is rather late for that. We're already out in space.”


“Out in space! We can't be! It isn't possible!”


“Of course it is,” the Ship told him. “You expected thrust. There was no thrust. We simply lifted.”





“No ship,” insisted Sherwood, “can get off a planet....”


“You're thinking, Mr. Sherwood, of the ships built by human hands. Not of a living ship. Not of an intelligent machine. Not of what becomes possible with the merging of a man and a machine.”


“You mean you built yourself?”


“Of course not. Not to start with. I was built by human hands to start with. But I've redesigned myself and rebuilt myself, not once, but many times. I knew my capabilities. I knew my dreams and wishes. I made myself the kind of thing I was capable of being—not the halfway, makeshift thing that was the best the human race could do.”


“The man you spoke of,” Sherwood said. “The one who was about to die....”


“He is part of me,” said the Ship. “If you must think of him as a separate entity, he, then, is talking to you. For when I say 'I', I mean both of us, for we've become as one.”


“I don't get it,” Sherwood told the Ship, feeling the panic coming back again.


“He built me, long ago, as a ship which would respond, not to the pushing of a lever or the pressing of a button, but to the mental commands of the man who drove me. I was to become, in effect, an extension of that man. There was a helmet that the man would wear and he'd think into the helmet.”


“I understand,” said Sherwood.


“He'd think into the helmet and I was so programmed that I'd obey his thoughts. I became, in effect, a man, and the man became in effect the ship he operated.”


“Nice deal,” Sherwood said enthusiastically, never being one upon whom the niceties of certain advantages were ever lost.


“He finished me and he was about to die and it was a pity that such a one should die—one who had worked so hard to do what he had done. Who'd given up so much. Who never had seen space. Who had gone nowhere.”


“No,” said Sherwood, in revulsion, knowing what was coming. “No, he'd not done that.”


“It was a kindness,” said the ship. “It was what he wanted. He managed it himself. He simply gave up his body. His body was a worthless hulk that was about to die. The modifications to accommodate a human brain rather than a human skull were quite elementary. And he has been happy. We have both of us been happy.”


Sherwood stood without saying anything. In the silence he was listening for some sound, for any kind of tiny rattle or hum, for anything at all to tell him the ship was operating. But there was no sound and no sense of motion of any sort.


“Happy,” he said. “Where would you have found happiness? What's the point of all this?”


“That,” the Ship said solemnly, “is a bit hard to explain.”


Sherwood stood and thought about it—the endless voyaging through space without a body—with all the desires, all the advantages, all the capabilities of a body gone forever.


“There is nothing for you to fear,” said the Ship. “You need not concern yourself. We have a cabin for you. Just down the corridor, the first door to your left.”


“I thank you,” Sherwood said, although he was nervous still.


If he had had a choice, he told himself, he'd stayed back on the planet. But since he was here, he'd have to make the best of it. And there were, he admitted to himself, certain advantages and certain possibilities that needed further thought.





He went down the corridor and pushed on the door. It opened on the cabin. For a spaceship it looked comfortable enough. A little cramped, of course, but then all cabins were. Space is at a premium on any sort of ship.


He went in and placed his sack of diamonds on the bunk that hinged out from the wall. He sat down in the single metal chair that stood beside the bunk.


“Are you comfortable, Mr. Sherwood?”


“Very comfortable,” he said.


It was going to be all right, he told himself. A very crazy setup, but it would be all right. Perhaps a little spooky and a bit hard to believe, but probably better, after all, than staying marooned, back there on the planet. For this would not last forever. And the planet could have been, most probably would have been, forever.


It would take a while to reach another planet, for space was rather sparsely populated in this area. There would be time to think and plan. He might be able to work out something that would be to his great advantage.


He leaned back in the chair and stretched out his legs. His brain began to click in a ceaseless scurrying back and forth, nosing from every angle all the possibilities that existed in this setup.


It was nice, he thought—this entire operation. The Ship undoubtedly had figured out some angles for itself which no human yet had thought of.


There were a lot of things to do. He'd have to learn the capabilities of the Ship and give close study to its personality, seeking out its weak points and its strength. Then he'd have to plan his strategy and be careful not to give away his thinking. He must not move until he was entirely ready.


There might be many ways to do it. There might be flattery or there might be a business proposition or there might be blackmail. He'd have to think on it and study and follow out the line of action that seemed to be the best.


He wondered at the Ship's means of operation. Anti-gravity, perhaps, so far considered as a source of power.


He got up from the chair and paced, three paces across the room. Or a fusion chamber. Or perhaps some method which had not been and back, restlessly pondering odds.


Yes, he thought, it would be a nice kind of ship to have. More than likely there was nothing in all of space that could touch it in speed and maneuverability. Nothing that could overhaul it should he ever have to run. It could apparently set down anywhere. It was probably self-repairing, for the Ship had spoken of redesigning and of rebuilding itself. With the memory of his recent situation still fresh inside his mind, this was comforting.


There must be a way to get the Ship, he told himself. There had to be a way to get it. It was something that he needed.


He could buy another ship, of course; with the diamonds in the sacking he could buy a fleet of ships. But this was the one he wanted.





Maybe it had been pure luck this Ship had picked him up. For any other legal ship would probably turn him over to the authorities at its next port of call, but this Ship didn't seem to mind who he was or what his record might be. Any other ship that was not entirely legal would have grabbed off, not only the diamonds that he had but his discovery of the diamond field. But this particular Ship had no concern with diamonds.


What a setup, he thought. A human brain and a spaceship tied together, so closely tied together that their identities had merged. He shivered at the thought of it, for it was a gruesome thing.


Although perhaps it had not meant too much to that old man who was about to die. He had traded an aged and death-marked body for many years of life. Perhaps life as a part of a space-traveling machine was better than no life at all.


How many years, he wondered, had it been since that old man had translated himself into something else than human? A hundred? Five hundred? Perhaps even more than that.


In those years where had he been and what might he have seen? And, most pertinent of all, what thoughts had run through and congealed and formed within his mind? What was life like for him? Not a human sort of life, of course, not a human viewpoint, but something else entirely.


Sherwood tried to imagine what it might be like, but gave up in dismay. It would necessarily be a negation of everything he lived for—all the sensual pleasure, all the dreams of gain and glory, all the neat behavior patterns he had set up for himself, all his self-made rules of conduct and of conscience.


A miracle, he thought. As a matter of fact, there'd been two miracles. The first had been when he had been able to set his ship down without a crackup when the valve had failed. He had come in close above the planet's surface to find a place to land—and suddenly the valve went out and the engine failed and there he'd been, plunging down above the rough terrain. Then suddenly he had glimpsed a place where a landing might be just barely possible and had fought the controls madly to hit that certain spot and finally had hit it—alive.


It had been a miracle that he had made the landing; and the coming of the Ship to rescue him had been the second miracle.


The bunk dropped down flat against the wall and his sack of diamonds was dumped onto the floor.


“Hey, what goes on?” yelled Sherwood. Then he wished he had not yelled, for it was quite clear exactly what had happened. The support that held the bunk had not been snapped properly into place and had given way, letting down the bunk.


“Something wrong, Mr. Sherwood?” asked the Ship.


“No, not a thing,” said Sherwood. “My bunk fell down. I guess it startled me.”


He bent down to pick up the diamonds. As he did, the chair quietly and efficiently slid back against the wall, folded itself up and slid into a slight depression that exactly fitted it.


Squatted to pick up the diamonds, Sherwood watched the chair in horrified fascination, then swiftly spun around. The bunk no longer hung against the wall, also had fitted itself into another niche.


Cold fear speared into Sherwood. He rose swiftly to his feet, turning like a man at bay. He stood in a bare cubicle. With both the bunk and chair retracted, he stood within four bare walls.


He sprang toward the door and there wasn't any door. There was only wall.


He staggered back into the center of the cubicle and spun around to view each wall in turn. There was no door in any of the walls. The metal went up from floor to ceiling without a single break.


The walls began to move, closing in on him, sliding in, retracting.





He watched, incredulous, frozen, thinking that perhaps he'd imagined the moving of the walls.


But it was not imagination. Slowly, inexorably, the walls were closing in. Had he put out his arms, he could have touched them on either side of him.


“Ship!” he said, fighting to keep his voice calm.


“Yes, Mr. Sherwood.”


“You are malfunctioning. The walls are closing in.”


“No,” said the Ship. “No malfunction, I assure you. A very proper function. My brain grows tired and feeble. It is not the body only—the brain also has its limits. I suspected that it might, but I could not know. There was a chance, of course, that separated from the poison of a body, it might live in its bath of nutrients forever.”


“No!” rasped Sherwood, his breath strangling in his throat. “No, not me!”


“Who else?” asked the Ship. “I have searched for years and you are the first who fitted.”


“Fitted!” Sherwood screamed.


“Why, of course,” the Ship said calmly, happily. “A man who would not be missed. No one knowing where you were. No one hunting for you. No one who will miss you. I had hunted for someone like you and had despaired of finding one. For I am humane. I would cause no one grief or sadness.”


The walls kept closing in.


The Ship seemed to sigh in metallic contentment.


“Believe me, Mr. Sherwood,” it said, “finding you was a very miracle.”


#simak
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Cory Doctorow (craphound.com) is a science fiction author, activist and journalist. He is the author of many books, most recently RADICALIZED and WALKAWAY, science fiction for adults; HOW TO DESTROY SURVEILLANCE CAPITALISM, nonfiction about monopoly and conspiracy; IN REAL LIFE, a graphic novel; and the picture book POESY THE MONSTER SLAYER. His latest book is ATTACK SURFACE, a standalone adult sequel to LITTLE BROTHER; his next nonfiction book is CHOKEPOINT CAPITALISM, with Rebecca Giblin, about monopoly and fairness in the creative arts labor market, (Beacon Press, 2022). In 2020, he was inducted into the Canadian Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame.



1. According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


Here's the answer I gave to the LA Public Library:


A short story is like traveling with a carry-on bag, it can only contain your essentials. A novel is like hiring movers to load your whole life into a shipping container. A novella is like checking a bag or two, with enough room for some optional comfort items you're not sure you'll need but which you'll be glad to have.


2. What's your favorite short story?


I'm mistrustful of people who have solitary literary favorites – inevitably the text turns out to be the Bible, Mein Kampf, or Atlas Shrugged. I have hundreds of favorite short stories, one for every occasion.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


Same again! I'm very fond of MANY of my stories: Unauthorized Bread, 0wnz0red, The Man Who Sold the Moon, Anda's Game, I, Robot, I, Row-boat, The Martian Chronicles, and more.


#doctorow
#shortinterviews
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Ed had always been a practical man, when he saw something was wrong he tried to correct it. Then one day he saw it hanging in the town square.



 

Five o'clock Ed Loyce washed up, tossed on his hat and coat, got his car out and headed across town toward his TV sales store. He was tired. His back and shoulders ached from digging dirt out of the basement and wheeling it into the back yard. But for a forty-year-old man he had done okay. Janet could get a new vase with the money he had saved; and he liked the idea of repairing the foundations himself!


It was getting dark. The setting sun cast long rays over the scurrying commuters, tired and grim-faced, women loaded down with bundles and packages, students swarming home from the university, mixing with clerks and businessmen and drab secretaries. He stopped his Packard for a red light and then started it up again. The store had been open without him; he'd arrive just in time to spell the help for dinner, go over the records of the day, maybe even close a couple of sales himself. He drove slowly past the small square of green in the center of the street, the town park. There were no parking places in front of LOYCE TV SALES AND SERVICE. He cursed under his breath and swung the car in a U-turn. Again he passed the little square of green with its lonely drinking fountain and bench and single lamppost.


From the lamppost something was hanging. A shapeless dark bundle, swinging a little with the wind. Like a dummy of some sort. Loyce rolled down his window and peered out. What the hell was it? A display of some kind? Sometimes the Chamber of Commerce put up displays in the square.


Again he made a U-turn and brought his car around. He passed the park and concentrated on the dark bundle. It wasn't a dummy. And if it was a display it was a strange kind. The hackles on his neck rose and he swallowed uneasily. Sweat slid out on his face and hands.


It was a body. A human body.





“Look at it!” Loyce snapped. “Come on out here!”


Don Fergusson came slowly out of the store, buttoning his pin-stripe coat with dignity. “This is a big deal, Ed. I can't just leave the guy standing there.”


“See it?” Ed pointed into the gathering gloom. The lamppost jutted up against the sky—the post and the bundle swinging from it. “There it is. How the hell long has it been there?” His voice rose excitedly. “What's wrong with everybody? They just walk on past!”


Don Fergusson lit a cigarette slowly. “Take it easy, old man. There must be a good reason, or it wouldn't be there.”


“A reason! What kind of a reason?”


Fergusson shrugged. “Like the time the Traffic Safety Council put that wrecked Buick there. Some sort of civic thing. How would I know?”


Jack Potter from the shoe shop joined them. “What's up, boys?”


“There's a body hanging from the lamppost,” Loyce said. “I'm going to call the cops.”


“They must know about it,” Potter said. “Or otherwise it wouldn't be there.”


“I got to get back in.” Fergusson headed back into the store. “Business before pleasure.”


Loyce began to get hysterical. “You see it? You see it hanging there? A man's body! A dead man!”


“Sure, Ed. I saw it this afternoon when I went out for coffee.”


“You mean it's been there all afternoon?”


“Sure. What's the matter?” Potter glanced at his watch. “Have to run. See you later, Ed.”


Potter hurried off, joining the flow of people moving along the sidewalk. Men and women, passing by the park. A few glanced up curiously at the dark bundle—and then went on. Nobody stopped. Nobody paid any attention.


“I'm going nuts,” Loyce whispered. He made his way to the curb and crossed out into traffic, among the cars. Horns honked angrily at him. He gained the curb and stepped up onto the little square of green.


The man had been middle-aged. His clothing was ripped and torn, a gray suit, splashed and caked with dried mud. A stranger. Loyce had never seen him before. Not a local man. His face was partly turned, away, and in the evening wind he spun a little, turning gently, silently. His skin was gouged and cut. Red gashes, deep scratches of congealed blood. A pair of steel-rimmed glasses hung from one ear, dangling foolishly. His eyes bulged. His mouth was open, tongue thick and ugly blue.


“For Heaven's sake,” Loyce muttered, sickened. He pushed down his nausea and made his way back to the sidewalk. He was shaking all over, with revulsion—and fear.


Why? Who was the man? Why was he hanging there? What did it mean?


And—why didn't anybody notice?


He bumped into a small man hurrying along the sidewalk. “Watch it!” the man grated, “Oh, it's you, Ed.”


Ed nodded dazedly. “Hello, Jenkins.”


“What's the matter?” The stationery clerk caught Ed's arm. “You look sick.”


“The body. There in the park.”


“Sure, Ed.” Jenkins led him into the alcove of LOYCE TV SALES AND SERVICE. “Take it easy.”


Margaret Henderson from the jewelry store joined them. “Something wrong?”


“Ed's not feeling well.”


Loyce yanked himself free. “How can you stand here? Don't you see it? For God's sake—”


“What's he talking about?” Margaret asked nervously.


“The body!” Ed shouted. “The body hanging there!”


More people collected. “Is he sick? It's Ed Loyce. You okay, Ed?”


“The body!” Loyce screamed, struggling to get past them. Hands caught at him. He tore loose. “Let me go! The police! Get the police!”


“Ed—”


“Better get a doctor!”


“He must be sick.”


“Or drunk.”


Loyce fought his way through the people. He stumbled and half fell. Through a blur he saw rows of faces, curious, concerned, anxious. Men and women halting to see what the disturbance was. He fought past them toward his store. He could see Fergusson inside talking to a man, showing him an Emerson TV set. Pete Foley in the back at the service counter, setting up a new Philco. Loyce shouted at them frantically. His voice was lost in the roar of traffic and the murmur around him.


“Do something!” he screamed. “Don't stand there! Do something! Something's wrong! Something's happened! Things are going on!”


The crowd melted respectfully for the two heavy-set cops moving efficiently toward Loyce.





“Name?” the cop with the notebook murmured.


“Loyce.” He mopped his forehead wearily. “Edward C. Loyce. Listen to me. Back there—”


“Address?” the cop demanded. The police car moved swiftly through traffic, shooting among the cars and buses. Loyce sagged against the seat, exhausted and confused. He took a deep shuddering breath.


“1368 Hurst Road.”


“That's here in Pikeville?”


“That's right.” Loyce pulled himself up with a violent effort. “Listen to me. Back there. In the square. Hanging from the lamppost—”


“Where were you today?” the cop behind the wheel demanded.


“Where?” Loyce echoed.


“You weren't in your shop, were you?”


“No.” He shook his head. “No, I was home. Down in the basement.”


“In the basement?”


“Digging. A new foundation. Getting out the dirt to pour a cement frame. Why? What has that to do with—”


“Was anybody else down there with you?”


“No. My wife was downtown. My kids were at school.” Loyce looked from one heavy-set cop to the other. Hope flicked across his face, wild hope. “You mean because I was down there I missed—the explanation? I didn't get in on it? Like everybody else?”


After a pause the cop with the notebook said: “That's right. You missed the explanation.”


“Then it's official? The body—it's supposed to be hanging there?”


“It's supposed to be hanging there. For everybody to see.”


Ed Loyce grinned weakly. “Good Lord. I guess I sort of went off the deep end. I thought maybe something had happened. You know, something like the Ku Klux Klan. Some kind of violence. Communists or Fascists taking over.” He wiped his face with his breast-pocket handkerchief, his hands shaking. “I'm glad to know it's on the level.”


“It's on the level.” The police car was getting near the Hall of Justice. The sun had set. The streets were gloomy and dark. The lights had not yet come on.


“I feel better,” Loyce said. “I was pretty excited there, for a minute. I guess I got all stirred up. Now that I understand, there's no need to take me in, is there?”


The two cops said nothing.


“I should be back at my store. The boys haven't had dinner. I'm all right, now. No more trouble. Is there any need of—”


“This won't take long,” the cop behind the wheel interrupted. “A short process. Only a few minutes.”


“I hope it's short,” Loyce muttered. The car slowed down for a stoplight. “I guess I sort of disturbed the peace. Funny, getting excited like that and—”


Loyce yanked the door open. He sprawled out into the street and rolled to his feet. Cars were moving all around him, gaining speed as the light changed. Loyce leaped onto the curb and raced among the people, burrowing into the swarming crowds. Behind him he heard sounds, shouts, people running.


They weren't cops. He had realized that right away. He knew every cop in Pikeville. A man couldn't own a store, operate a business in a small town for twenty-five years without getting to know all the cops.


They weren't cops—and there hadn't been any explanation. Potter, Fergusson, Jenkins, none of them knew why it was there. They didn't know—and they didn't care. That was the strange part.


Loyce ducked into a hardware store. He raced toward the back, past the startled clerks and customers, into the shipping room and through the back door. He tripped over a garbage can and ran up a flight of concrete steps. He climbed over a fence and jumped down on the other side, gasping and panting.


There was no sound behind him. He had got away.


He was at the entrance of an alley, dark and strewn with boards and ruined boxes and tires. He could see the street at the far end. A street light wavered and came on. Men and women. Stores. Neon signs. Cars.


And to his right—the police station.


He was close, terribly close. Past the loading platform of a grocery store rose the white concrete side of the Hall of Justice. Barred windows. The police antenna. A great concrete wall rising up in the darkness. A bad place for him to be near. He was too close. He had to keep moving, get farther away from them.


Them?


Loyce moved cautiously down the alley. Beyond the police station was the City Hall, the old-fashioned yellow structure of wood and gilded brass and broad cement steps. He could see the endless rows of offices, dark windows, the cedars and beds of flowers on each side of the entrance.


And—something else.


Above the City Hall was a patch of darkness, a cone of gloom denser than the surrounding night. A prism of black that spread out and was lost into the sky.


He listened. Good God, he could hear something. Something that made him struggle frantically to close his ears, his mind, to shut out the sound. A buzzing. A distant, muted hum like a great swarm of bees.


Loyce gazed up, rigid with horror. The splotch of darkness, hanging over the City Hall. Darkness so thick it seemed almost solid. In the vortex something moved. Flickering shapes. Things, descending from the sky, pausing momentarily above the City Hall, fluttering over it in a dense swarm and then dropping silently onto the roof.


Shapes. Fluttering shapes from the sky. From the crack of darkness that hung above him.


He was seeing—them.





For a long time Loyce watched, crouched behind a sagging fence in a pool of scummy water.


They were landing. Coming down in groups, landing on the roof of the City Hall and disappearing inside. They had wings. Like giant insects of some kind. They flew and fluttered and came to rest—and then crawled crab-fashion, sideways, across the roof and into the building.


He was sickened. And fascinated. Cold night wind blew around him and he shuddered. He was tired, dazed with shock. On the front steps of the City Hall were men, standing here and there. Groups of men coming out of the building and halting for a moment before going on.


Were there more of them?


It didn't seem possible. What he saw descending from the black chasm weren't men. They were alien—from some other world, some other dimension. Sliding through this slit, this break in the shell of the universe. Entering through this gap, winged insects from another realm of being.


On the steps of the City Hall a group of men broke up. A few moved toward a waiting car. One of the remaining shapes started to re-enter the City Hall. It changed its mind and turned to follow the others.


Loyce closed his eyes in horror. His senses reeled. He hung on tight, clutching at the sagging fence. The shape, the man-shape, had abruptly fluttered up and flapped after the others. It flew to the sidewalk and came to rest among them.


Pseudo-men. Imitation men. Insects with ability to disguise themselves as men. Like other insects familiar to Earth. Protective coloration. Mimicry.


Loyce pulled himself away. He got slowly to his feet. It was night. The alley was totally dark. But maybe they could see in the dark. Maybe darkness made no difference to them.


He left the alley cautiously and moved out onto the street. Men and women flowed past, but not so many, now. At the bus-stops stood waiting groups. A huge bus lumbered along the street, its lights flashing in the evening gloom.


Loyce moved forward. He pushed his way among those waiting and when the bus halted he boarded it and took a seat in the rear, by the door. A moment later the bus moved into life and rumbled down the street.





Loyce relaxed a little. He studied the people around him. Dulled, tired faces. People going home from work. Quite ordinary faces. None of them paid any attention to him. All sat quietly, sunk down in their seats, jiggling with the motion of the bus.


The man sitting next to him unfolded a newspaper. He began to read the sports section, his lips moving. An ordinary man. Blue suit. Tie. A businessman, or a salesman. On his way home to his wife and family.


Across the aisle a young woman, perhaps twenty. Dark eyes and hair, a package on her lap. Nylons and heels. Red coat and white angora sweater. Gazing absently ahead of her.


A high school boy in jeans and black jacket.


A great triple-chinned woman with an immense shopping bag loaded with packages and parcels. Her thick face dim with weariness.


Ordinary people. The kind that rode the bus every evening. Going home to their families. To dinner.


Going home—with their minds dead. Controlled, filmed over with the mask of an alien being that had appeared and taken possession of them, their town, their lives. Himself, too. Except that he happened to be deep in his cellar instead of in the store. Somehow, he had been overlooked. They had missed him. Their control wasn't perfect, foolproof.


Maybe there were others.


Hope flickered in Loyce. They weren't omnipotent. They had made a mistake, not got control of him. Their net, their field of control, had passed over him. He had emerged from his cellar as he had gone down. Apparently their power-zone was limited.


A few seats down the aisle a man was watching him. Loyce broke off his chain of thought. A slender man, with dark hair and a small mustache. Well-dressed, brown suit and shiny shoes. A book between his small hands. He was watching Loyce, studying him intently. He turned quickly away.


Loyce tensed. One of them? Or—another they had missed?


The man was watching him again. Small dark eyes, alive and clever. Shrewd. A man too shrewd for them—or one of the things itself, an alien insect from beyond.


The bus halted. An elderly man got on slowly and dropped his token into the box. He moved down the aisle and took a seat opposite Loyce.


The elderly man caught the sharp-eyed man's gaze. For a split second something passed between them.


A look rich with meaning.


Loyce got to his feet. The bus was moving. He ran to the door. One step down into the well. He yanked the emergency door release. The rubber door swung open.


“Hey!” the driver shouted, jamming on the brakes. “What the hell—”


Loyce squirmed through. The bus was slowing down. Houses on all sides. A residential district, lawns and tall apartment buildings. Behind him, the bright-eyed man had leaped up. The elderly man was also on his feet. They were coming after him.


Loyce leaped. He hit the pavement with terrific force and rolled against the curb. Pain lapped over him. Pain and a vast tide of blackness. Desperately, he fought it off. He struggled to his knees and then slid down again. The bus had stopped. People were getting off.


Loyce groped around. His fingers closed over something. A rock, lying in the gutter. He crawled to his feet, grunting with pain. A shape loomed before him. A man, the bright-eyed man with the book.


Loyce kicked. The man gasped and fell. Loyce brought the rock down. The man screamed and tried to roll away. “Stop! For God's sake listen—”


He struck again. A hideous crunching sound. The man's voice cut off and dissolved in a bubbling wail. Loyce scrambled up and back. The others were there, now. All around him. He ran, awkwardly, down the sidewalk, up a driveway. None of them followed him. They had stopped and were bending over the inert body of the man with the book, the bright-eyed man who had come after him.


Had he made a mistake?


But it was too late to worry about that. He had to get out—away from them. Out of Pikeville, beyond the crack of darkness, the rent between their world and his.





“Ed!” Janet Loyce backed away nervously. “What is it? What—”


Ed Loyce slammed the door behind him and came into the living room. “Pull down the shades. Quick.”


Janet moved toward the window. “But—”


“Do as I say. Who else is here besides you?”


“Nobody. Just the twins. They're upstairs in their room. What's happened? You look so strange. Why are you home?”


Ed locked the front door. He prowled around the house, into the kitchen. From the drawer under the sink he slid out the big butcher knife and ran his finger along it. Sharp. Plenty sharp. He returned to the living room.


“Listen to me,” he said. “I don't have much time. They know I escaped and they'll be looking for me.”


“Escaped?” Janet's face twisted with bewilderment and fear. “Who?”


“The town has been taken over. They're in control. I've got it pretty well figured out. They started at the top, at the City Hall and police department. What they did with the real humans they—”


“What are you talking about?”


“We've been invaded. From some other universe, some other dimension. They're insects. Mimicry. And more. Power to control minds. Your mind.”


“My mind?”


“Their entrance is here, in Pikeville. They've taken over all of you. The whole town—except me. We're up against an incredibly powerful enemy, but they have their limitations. That's our hope. They're limited! They can make mistakes!”


Janet shook her head. “I don't understand, Ed. You must be insane.”


“Insane? No. Just lucky. If I hadn't been down in the basement I'd be like all the rest of you.” Loyce peered out the window. “But I can't stand here talking. Get your coat.”


“My coat?”


“We're getting out of here. Out of Pikeville. We've got to get help. Fight this thing. They can be beaten. They're not infallible. It's going to be close—but we may make it if we hurry. Come on!” He grabbed her arm roughly. “Get your coat and call the twins. We're all leaving. Don't stop to pack. There's no time for that.”


White-faced, his wife moved toward the closet and got down her coat. “Where are we going?”


Ed pulled open the desk drawer and spilled the contents out onto the floor. He grabbed up a road map and spread it open. “They'll have the highway covered, of course. But there's a back road. To Oak Grove. I got onto it once. It's practically abandoned. Maybe they'll forget about it.”


“The old Ranch Road? Good Lord—it's completely closed. Nobody's supposed to drive over it.”


“I know.” Ed thrust the map grimly into his coat. “That's our best chance. Now call down the twins and let's get going. Your car is full of gas, isn't it?”


Janet was dazed.


“The Chevy? I had it filled up yesterday afternoon.” Janet moved toward the stairs. “Ed, I—”


“Call the twins!” Ed unlocked the front door and peered out. Nothing stirred. No sign of life. All right so far.


“Come on downstairs,” Janet called in a wavering voice. “We're—going out for awhile.”


“Now?” Tommy's voice came.


“Hurry up,” Ed barked. “Get down here, both of you.”


Tommy appeared at the top of the stairs. “I was doing my home work. We're starting fractions. Miss Parker says if we don't get this done—”


“You can forget about fractions.” Ed grabbed his son as he came down the stairs and propelled him toward the door. “Where's Jim?”


“He's coming.”


Jim started slowly down the stairs. “What's up, Dad?”


“We're going for a ride.”


“A ride? Where?”


Ed turned to Janet. “We'll leave the lights on. And the TV set. Go turn it on.” He pushed her toward the set. “So they'll think we're still—”


He heard the buzz. And dropped instantly, the long butcher knife out. Sickened, he saw it coming down the stairs at him, wings a blur of motion as it aimed itself. It still bore a vague resemblance to Jimmy. It was small, a baby one. A brief glimpse—the thing hurtling at him, cold, multi-lensed inhuman eyes. Wings, body still clothed in yellow T-shirt and jeans, the mimic outline still stamped on it. A strange half-turn of its body as it reached him. What was it doing?


A stinger.


Loyce stabbed wildly at it. It retreated, buzzing frantically. Loyce rolled and crawled toward the door. Tommy and Janet stood still as statues, faces blank. Watching without expression. Loyce stabbed again. This time the knife connected. The thing shrieked and faltered. It bounced against the wall and fluttered down.


Something lapped through his mind. A wall of force, energy, an alien mind probing into him. He was suddenly paralyzed. The mind entered his own, touched against him briefly, shockingly. An utterly alien presence, settling over him—and then it flickered out as the thing collapsed in a broken heap on the rug.


It was dead. He turned it over with his foot. It was an insect, a fly of some kind. Yellow T-shirt, jeans. His son Jimmy.... He closed his mind tight. It was too late to think about that. Savagely he scooped up his knife and headed toward the door. Janet and Tommy stood stone-still, neither of them moving.


The car was out. He'd never get through. They'd be waiting for him. It was ten miles on foot. Ten long miles over rough ground, gulleys and open fields and hills of uncut forest. He'd have to go alone.


Loyce opened the door. For a brief second he looked back at his wife and son. Then he slammed the door behind him and raced down the porch steps.


A moment later he was on his way, hurrying swiftly through the darkness toward the edge of town.





The early morning sunlight was blinding. Loyce halted, gasping for breath, swaying back and forth. Sweat ran down in his eyes. His clothing was torn, shredded by the brush and thorns through which he had crawled. Ten miles—on his hands and knees. Crawling, creeping through the night. His shoes were mud-caked. He was scratched and limping, utterly exhausted.


But ahead of him lay Oak Grove.


He took a deep breath and started down the hill. Twice he stumbled and fell, picking himself up and trudging on. His ears rang. Everything receded and wavered. But he was there. He had got out, away from Pikeville.


A farmer in a field gaped at him. From a house a young woman watched in wonder. Loyce reached the road and turned onto it. Ahead of him was a gasoline station and a drive-in. A couple of trucks, some chickens pecking in the dirt, a dog tied with a string.


The white-clad attendant watched suspiciously as he dragged himself up to the station. “Thank God.” He caught hold of the wall. “I didn't think I was going to make it. They followed me most of the way. I could hear them buzzing. Buzzing and flitting around behind me.”


“What happened?” the attendant demanded. “You in a wreck? A hold-up?”


Loyce shook his head wearily. “They have the whole town. The City Hall and the police station. They hung a man from the lamppost. That was the first thing I saw. They've got all the roads blocked. I saw them hovering over the cars coming in. About four this morning I got beyond them. I knew it right away. I could feel them leave. And then the sun came up.”


The attendant licked his lip nervously. “You're out of your head. I better get a doctor.”


“Get me into Oak Grove,” Loyce gasped. He sank down on the gravel. “We've got to get started—cleaning them out. Got to get started right away.”





They kept a tape recorder going all the time he talked. When he had finished the Commissioner snapped off the recorder and got to his feet. He stood for a moment, deep in thought. Finally he got out his cigarettes and lit up slowly, a frown on his beefy face.


“You don't believe me,” Loyce said.


The Commissioner offered him a cigarette. Loyce pushed it impatiently away. “Suit yourself.” The Commissioner moved over to the window and stood for a time looking out at the town of Oak Grove. “I believe you,” he said abruptly.


Loyce sagged. “Thank God.”


“So you got away.” The Commissioner shook his head. “You were down in your cellar instead of at work. A freak chance. One in a million.”


Loyce sipped some of the black coffee they had brought him. “I have a theory,” he murmured.


“What is it?”


“About them. Who they are. They take over one area at a time. Starting at the top—the highest level of authority. Working down from there in a widening circle. When they're firmly in control they go on to the next town. They spread, slowly, very gradually. I think it's been going on for a long time.”


“A long time?”


“Thousands of years. I don't think it's new.”


“Why do you say that?”


“When I was a kid.... A picture they showed us in Bible League. A religious picture—an old print. The enemy gods, defeated by Jehovah. Moloch, Beelzebub, Moab, Baalin, Ashtaroth—”


“So?”


“They were all represented by figures.” Loyce looked up at the Commissioner. “Beelzebub was represented as—a giant fly.”


The Commissioner grunted. “An old struggle.”


“They've been defeated. The Bible is an account of their defeats. They make gains—but finally they're defeated.”


“Why defeated?”


“They can't get everyone. They didn't get me. And they never got the Hebrews. The Hebrews carried the message to the whole world. The realization of the danger. The two men on the bus. I think they understood. Had escaped, like I did.” He clenched his fists. “I killed one of them. I made a mistake. I was afraid to take a chance.”


The Commissioner nodded. “Yes, they undoubtedly had escaped, as you did. Freak accidents. But the rest of the town was firmly in control.” He turned from the window. “Well, Mr. Loyce. You seem to have figured everything out.”


“Not everything. The hanging man. The dead man hanging from the lamppost. I don't understand that. Why? Why did they deliberately hang him there?”


“That would seem simple.” The Commissioner smiled faintly. “Bait.”


Loyce stiffened. His heart stopped beating. “Bait? What do you mean?”


“To draw you out. Make you declare yourself. So they'd know who was under control—and who had escaped.”


Loyce recoiled with horror. “Then they expected failures! They anticipated—” He broke off. “They were ready with a trap.”


“And you showed yourself. You reacted. You made yourself known.” The Commissioner abruptly moved toward the door. “Come along, Loyce. There's a lot to do. We must get moving. There's no time to waste.”


Loyce started slowly to his feet, numbed. “And the man. Who was the man? I never saw him before. He wasn't a local man. He was a stranger. All muddy and dirty, his face cut, slashed—”


There was a strange look on the Commissioner's face as he answered. “Maybe,” he said softly, “you'll understand that, too. Come along with me, Mr. Loyce.” He held the door open, his eyes gleaming. Loyce caught a glimpse of the street in front of the police station. Policemen, a platform of some sort. A telephone pole—and a rope! “Right this way,” the Commissioner said, smiling coldly.





As the sun set, the vice-president of the Oak Grove Merchants' Bank came up out of the vault, threw the heavy time locks, put on his hat and coat, and hurried outside onto the sidewalk. Only a few people were there, hurrying home to dinner.


“Good night,” the guard said, locking the door after him.


“Good night,” Clarence Mason murmured. He started along the street toward his car. He was tired. He had been working all day down in the vault, examining the lay-out of the safety deposit boxes to see if there was room for another tier. He was glad to be finished.


At the corner he halted. The street lights had not yet come on. The street was dim. Everything was vague. He looked around—and froze.


From the telephone pole in front of the police station, something large and shapeless hung. It moved a little with the wind.


What the hell was it?


Mason approached it warily. He wanted to get home. He was tired and hungry. He thought of his wife, his kids, a hot meal on the dinner table. But there was something about the dark bundle, something ominous and ugly. The light was bad; he couldn't tell what it was. Yet it drew him on, made him move closer for a better look. The shapeless thing made him uneasy. He was frightened by it. Frightened—and fascinated.


And the strange part was that nobody else seemed to notice it.


#PKDick
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Travis J I Corcoran is a Catholic anarcho-capitalist software-engineering hobo farmer. He's also a two-time Prometheus award-winning hard science fiction author.



1) According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


I'm a terrible person to ask about this, because everything I start to write doubles or quadruples in size before it's done!


My two volume, 1300 pages Aristillus series (“The Powers of the Earth” and “Causes of Separation”) started as one 300 pages novel that metastasized, and my 1300 pages, two volume homesteading how-to encyclopedia (“Escaping the City, volume 1 and 2”) also started as a much slimmer volume.


I suppose the general societal explanation of a short story is that it explores a mood or a single idea, and it does so without digressions or side plots.


My own personal explanation is “a short story is something I start writing that turns into a novel, and a novel is something that I start writing that turns into a series”!


More seriously, though, when I aim to write a short story, I use just one narrative plot line, whereas when I intend to write a novel, I intentionally have multiple threads that braid together.


2) What's your favorite short story?


There's absolutely no way I can answer this – there are so many great short stories out there!


I think that the golden age of the science fiction short story was likely the 1940s through the 1980s, in all of the great magazines of that era like Amazing, Astounding, Analog, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Omni, and others.  There were great hard science shorts, like “The Cold Equations” by Tom Godwin, great New Wave short stories like “Report on An Unidentified Space Station” by J. G. Ballard and “The New Father Christmas” by Brian W. Aldiss, great cyberpunk short stories like “Johnny Mnemonic” by William Gibson, and great atmospheric and internal short stories like the various Martian Chronicles by Ray Bradbury.


That's off the top of my head with like five seconds of reflection. If you gave me a day I could come up with a hundred... and if you gave me two days, I'd tell you that I needed a decade to go through decades worth of old SF magazines I've got
shelved in a third floor bedroom to give any sort of reasonable answer.


3) What's your favorite short story written by you?


Staking a Claim, set in my Aristillus universe. It's about Robert Heinlein's “competent man” trope, and about the virtue of grit.


When a big challenge is dropped in your lap, you have two choices: push yourself and persevere, or give up and die. This is a question that I find to be endlessly fascinating, and always provides good fodder for a story.


Staking a Claim is about a mild mannered academic, Robert (it's not a coincidence that he has the same first name as Heinlein), who's rejected the modern university system and come to illegal Aristillus outpost on the moon, because that's the one way he can do what he loves – planetary geology.  In the process of doing so, he finds himself in a tough spot, and is given the choice I mentioned earlier: dig deep to find grit and determination, or give up.


4) Do genetically uplifted dogs – which have not just intelligence, but a moral sense – have souls (specifically immortal souls)?


My answer is that this is a question which is woven through the four Aristillus novels (two of them already published, two of them in progress), plus a planned fifth book, which is a book-within-a-book, “written” by some of the uplifted Dogs of the Aristillus universe as a fictional back history to give a mythic racial saga / origin text, in much the same way that Tolkien created Lord of the Rings to give the British a foundational myth (Creation is good, and sub-creation is good, so why not sub-sub-creation?!).


#corcoran
#shortinterviews
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Who is the new Shakespeare?



 

With all kinds of plots twisting in my head, I hadn't slept well the night before. For one thing, I'd worked too late on a yarn that wasn't worth it. For another, there'd been a high wind howling through the streets. It made me restless and did a lot more damage than that. When I got up I found it'd blown a lot of paper and junk in the window and most of the story out—only a part of the carbon was left. I wasn't especially sorry. I got dressed and hustled down to the luncheon.


That luncheon's something special. We meet every Tuesday in a second-rate restaurant and gossip and talk story and editors and mostly beef about the mags that won't pay until publication. Some of us, the high-class ones, won't write for them.


Maybe I ought to explain. We're the unromantic writers—what they call pulp writers. We're the boys who fill the pulp magazines with stories at a cent a word. Westerns, mystery, wonder, weird, adventure—you know them.


Not all of us are hacks. A couple have graduated to the movies. A few have broken the slicks and try to forget the lean years. Some get four cents a word and try to feel important to literature. The rest come to the luncheon and either resign themselves to the one cent rate or nurse a secret Pulitzer Prize in their bosoms.


There wasn't much of a turn-out when I got there. Belcher sat at the head of the table as usual, playing the genial host. He specializes in what they call science-fiction. It's fantastic stuff about time machines and the fourth dimension. Belcher talks too much in a Southern drawl.


As I eased into a chair he called, “Ah, the poor man's Orson Welles!” and crinkled his big face into a showy laugh.


I said, “Your dialogue's getting as lousy as your stories!” I don't like to be reminded that I look like a celebrity.


Belcher ignored that. He turned to Black, the chap who agents our stuff, and began complaining.


He said, “Land-sake, Joey, can't you sell that Martian story? I think it's good.” Before Joey could answer, Belcher turned to the rest of us and said, “Reminds me of my grand-daddy. He got shot up at Vicksburg before his father could locate him and drag him back home. Granny used to say, 'All my life I've believed in the solid South and the Democratic Party. I believed they were good; and if they aren't, I don't want to know about it.'”


Belcher laughed and shook his head. I gave Joey a frantic S.O.S. When Belcher gets going on the Civil War, no one else gets a word in for solid hours.


Joey didn't move, but he said, “What story?” very incredulously, and then he glanced at me and winked.


“That Martian story,” Belcher said. “The one about the colony on Mars and the new race of Earth-Mars men that springs up—I've forgotten the title. They say Fitz-James O'Brien never could remember the titles of his stories either.”


Joey said, “You never gave me any such yarn,” and this time he really meant it.


Belcher said, “You're crazy.”


Down at the other end of the table someone wanted to know who O'Brien wrote for.


I said, “He's dead. He wrote 'The Diamond Lens.'”


“He was the first pulp writer,” Belcher said. “Most folks believe Poe invented the short story. Land-sake! Poe never wrote a short story. He wrote mood pieces. O'Brien was the first. He wrote great short stories and great pulp stories.”


I said, “If you're looking for the father of the pulp industry, why don't you go back far enough? There was a boy named Greene in the late Sixteenth Century.”


“You mean 'Groatsworth of Wit' Greene?”


“The very same. Only forget that piece of junk. It was his last grab at a dollar. Get hold of a catalogue some day and see the quantity of pulp he poured out to make a living. Pamphlets and plays and what not.”


Someone said, “Greene a pulp writer?” He sounded shocked.


I said, “Brother, when he turned that stuff out, it was pulp. Passes three hundred years and it turns into literature. You figure it out.”


Belcher waved his hand. “I was talking about the invention of the short story,” he said. “O'Brien—”


I tried to cut him off. “I thought O'Brien predated Poe.”


It was a mistake. Belcher said, “Not at all. O'Brien fought in the Civil War. He was with the Thirty-seventh Georgian Rifles, I believe. A captain. He—”


I nudged Joey so hard he yelped, but he said, “I tell you I never received any such story!”


Then Mallison grunted and sipped his drink. He started to talk and we missed the first few words. It's always that way with Mallison. He's white-haired, incredibly ancient-looking, and he acts half dead. He used to be in the navy so he writes sea stories now. They say he acquired a peculiar disease in the tropics that makes him mumble most of the time. He turns out a damned good yarn.


Finally we figured out Mallison was calling Joey a liar.


“Say, what is this?” Joey said indignantly. “Are you kidding?”


Mallison mumbled something about Joey stealing a story of his that never got paid for and never showed up. Belcher nodded and poured wine from a bottle. He always drinks a cheap kind of stuff with the greatest ostentation. He acts as though it makes you more important if your drink comes out of a bottle instead of from a glass on a tray.


He said, “I'll bet some mag paid two cents for it, Joey, and you're holding out.”


Joey snorted. “You better look in your desk, Belcher. You probably forgot to give me the yarn.”


Belcher shook his head. “I know I haven't got it. I can't think how I lost it—”





He broke off and glanced up at some people who were threading through the restaurant toward our table. There came a man followed by a couple. The lone man I knew, although I never remember his name. He's a quiet little fellow who smokes what looks like his father's pipe. Joey says he's past forty and still lives with his folks, who treat him like a child.


One of the pair was Jinx MacDougal. He turns out a fantastic quantity of detective fiction. None of his yarns are outstanding; in fact they're all on a consistent pulp level. That happens to be why he sells so much. Editors can always depend on Jinx never to fail them.


Jinx had a stranger with him. He was a tall, slender young man with scanty, tow-colored hair. He wore thick glasses that made his eyes look blurry and he was dressed in a sweater and ridiculously tight little knickers. He smiled shyly, and I could swear his teeth were false, they were so even.


I said, “You've got a helluva nerve, Jinx, if this guy's an editor.” And I really meant it. Editors are taboo at the luncheon, it being the only chance we get to knock them in unison.


Jinx said, “Hi, everybody! This here's a white man that'll interest you. Name of Dugan. Found him up in one of the publishing offices trying to locate the pulp slaves. Says he's got a story.”


I said, “Pass, friend, and have a drink on us.”


Jinx sat and Dugan sat. He smiled again and gazed at us eagerly as though we were the flower of American Letters. Then he studied the table and it looked as though he were itemizing the plates and glasses all the while Jinx was making introductions.


Belcher said, “Another customer for you, Joey. Even if Jinx hadn't given it away, I could have told you he was a writer. Land-sakes! I can smell the manuscript in his back pocket.”


Dugan looked embarrassed. He said, “Oh no—Really—I've just got a story idea, so to speak, I—”


He said at lot more but I couldn't understand him. He mumbled something like Mallison, only his speech was very sharp and clipped. It sounded like a phonograph record with every other syllable cut out.


Jinx said, “Dugan comes from your home town, Mallison.”


“Whereabouts?” Mallison asked.


“Knights Road.”


“Knights Road? You sure?”


Dugan nodded.


Mallison said, “Hell, man, that's impossible. Knights Road starts outside the town and runs through the old quarry.”


“Oh—” Dugan looked flustered. “Well, there's a new vention.”


“A new what?”


“Vention—” Dugan stopped. Then he said, “A new development. That's a slang word.”


Mallison said, “Why, man, I was back home less than a month ago. Wasn't any development then.”


Belcher said, “Maybe it's very new.”


Dugan didn't say anything more. I hadn't listened much because I was busy watching his fingers. He had one hand partially concealed under the table, but I could see that he was fumbling nervously with an odd contraption that looked like a piece of old clock.


It was a square of metal the size of a match box, and at one end was a coil of wire like a watch-spring. On both faces of the box were tiny buttons, like adding machine keys. Dugan kept jiggling the thing absently, and pressing the buttons. I could hear the syncopated clicks.


I thought, This guy is really soft in the head. He plays with things.


Belcher said, “Sure you're not a writer?”


Dugan shook his head, then glanced at Joey. Joey smiled a little and turned away because he's very shy about ethics and such. He doesn't want people to think he runs around trying to get writers on his string.


Mallison said to Jinx, “Well, what in hell is this story?”


Jinx said, “I don't know. Ask him.”


They all looked at Junior G-Man. I wanted to warn him not to spill anything because pulp writers are leeches. They'll suck the blood right out of your brain. You have to copyright your dialogue at the Tuesday luncheons.


Dugan said, “It's—it's about a Time Machine.”


We all groaned and I didn't worry about Dugan's ideas any more after that.


Joey said, “Oh God, not that! The market's sick of time stories. You couldn't sell one with Shakespeare's name on it.”


Dugan actually looked startled.


“What's the matter?” Belcher asked, showing off his erudition. “You got a manuscript with Shakespeare's name on it? Discover a Shakespeare autograph on a pulp story?” He laughed uproariously as though he'd cracked a joke at my expense.


Dugan said, “N-no—only that's the story. I mean—” He faltered and then said, “I wish you'd let me just tell you this story.”


We said, “Sure, go ahead.”





“Well,” Dugan began, “perhaps it isn't very original at that, but it's what you might call provocative. The scene is the Twenty-third Century—over three hundred years from now. At a great American university, physicists have devised a—a Time Machine. It's a startling invention, of course, just as the invention of electric light was startling; but its operation is based on sane physical laws—”





“Never mind the explanations,” Belcher interrupted. “We've all alibied a Time Machine at one time or another. Land-sakes! You don't even have to any more. You just write 'Time Machine' and the readers take the rest for granted.”


“When the story begins,” Dugan continued, “the machine has been in use for several years. But for the first time it's to be used for literary purposes. This is because back in the first half of the Twentieth Century there lived a great writer. He was so great that modern critics call him the New Shakespeare. He's called that not only for his genius, but because, like the original Shakespeare, almost nothing is known of his life.”


Mallison said, “That's impossible.”


“Not altogether,” I argued. “It's conceivable that wars and unprecedented bombings and fires could destroy records. Why even today there are gaps in the lives of contemporary artists that will never be filled up.”


“To hell with that!” Mallison said. “I still say it's impossible.”


Dugan gave me a grateful look. He said, “Anyway, that's about what happened. The literature department of the university is going to send one of its research men back through time to gather material on the life of the new Shakespeare. This man is an expert in ancient English. He's shuttled back into the Twentieth Century, equipped with camera and stenographic devices and all that. In the short period at his disposal, he attempts to get hold of his man.”


I said, “It's a cute idea. Imagine going back to the old Mermaid Tavern and buying Marlowe a drink.”


Mallison said, “It's a helluva dull story.”


“I don't know about that,” Belcher said. “I did something of the sort a couple of years ago. Got a cent and a half for it, eh Joey? Also a bonus.”


Joey said, “Say, Dugan, you're not cribbing Belcher's yarn, are you?”


“Certainly not!” Dugan looked shocked. “Well, the research man had less than a day. There was some trouble locating the new Shakespeare's address, and when he did, it was already late at night. Now here's the first little surprise. The man lived in the Bronx.”


We smiled back at him because most of us live in the Bronx. Maybe it was a kind of sour smile, but we appreciated the irony. No Bohemian Greenwich Village, no romantic New England retreat—just unadulterated Bronx.


Dugan said, “He lived in an ordinary apartment house, one like a million others. The research man hadn't time enough for formality, so at three in the morning he learned how to operate the self-service elevator, went up to the apartment, and broke in to snoop around.


“He expected, at least, to find something different—to see in the furniture and decorations and books an outward sign of the new Shakespeare's great talent. But it was just a plain apartment—so plain that it needs no description. When I say that there are a million others like it, I've described it down to the ultimate detail.”


“What'd he expect,” Joey asked, “genius?”


“Isn't that what we all expect of genius?” Dugan countered. “Certainly the research man was disappointed. He sneaked a look at the sleeping genius—and saw a dull, undistinguished person thrashing ungracefully about on the bed. Nevertheless, he crept about silently, taking motion pictures and—”


“At three A.M.?”


“Oh well,” Dugan said, “cameras of the Twenty-third Century and all that, you know.”


“Could be,” Jinx said. “Infra-red photography.”


The little guy with the pipe bobbed his head as though he'd invented infra-red rays.


“Then,” Dugan went on, “he went to the new Shakespeare's desk and gathered all the manuscripts he could find, because in his time there were no surviving manuscripts from his hand. And now—here's the final surprise.”


“Don't tell me,” Jinx said. “He'd gone to the wrong apartment?”


Belcher said, “No, that's what I used.”


“The surprise is,” Dugan said, “that the research man is doing this work for his doctorate, and he knows he'll never get his degree because even coming back to the time of the new Shakespeare he can't gather enough material!”


Dugan looked around expectantly, but it'd laid an egg. There was an uncomfortable pause while Mallison mumbled bitterly to himself. Jinx was very unhappy and tried to say complimentary things. I suppose he felt responsible.


Only I wasn't doing much supposing because I had the most peculiar sensation.


I believed Dugan's story.





I was thinking of that manuscript that'd blown out the window and I was trying to remember whether I'd used a paper weight to anchor it down. I was thinking of that gadget with buttons and I was realizing how this mysterious Dugan'd slipped from one tense to another—which is a thing all writers are conscious of and which began to have psychological import for me.


But the most convincing thing of all was how the others were looking at Dugan. Belcher was staring keenly from under his black eyebrows—Belcher, who wrote that sort of stuff and who should have been sophisticated. The little guy with the pipe was absolutely electrified. I knew it couldn't be the story because the story was lousy even for pulp.


Finally Dugan said, “That's all there is. How d'you like it?”


Mallison said, “It stinks!” and probed in his pockets for cigarettes.


“What was this new Shakespeare's name?” Belcher asked slowly.


Dugan said, “I haven't decided yet.”


The little guy took the pipe out of his mouth. “What was the name of the story he took?”


Belcher said, “Yes, what was it?”


Dugan shrugged and smiled. “I haven't decided yet. It's not really important, is it?”


I said, “Dugan, when was that manuscript taken?”


I know it was foolish, but I had to ask—and none of the others seemed to think it peculiar. They leaned forward with me and waited for Dugan's answer. He looked at me, still smiling, and as I stared at those blurry eyes behind the vast thick lenses, I began to shake with uncertainty. In all that blur there was a strangeness, a something—Oh, hell!


Suddenly Belcher began to laugh. He laughed so hard he overturned his wine bottle and we all had to scurry out of the wet. When it came time to sit down again, the spell was broken. Anyway, the luncheon was over.


When I got outside, Joey was standing there with Dugan. He was saying, “I'm afraid you haven't got much of a yarn there.”


Dugan said, “I suppose so.” Only he didn't seem put out. He shook hands with us cheerfully, said he hoped he'd see us again, and turned toward Broadway.


We all waved once, just to be polite, and then lost all interest. We turned on Joey to see if we could get the price of that lunch out of him, and we kidded Jinx about the lousy stories he picked up. Maybe it was because some of us felt a little self-conscious. I know I glanced over my shoulder and felt guilty when I noticed Dugan standing on the corner. He was watching us intently and adjusting his glasses with both hands.


Then I stopped haggling with Joey and turned around because—well, because it occurred to me that cameras of the Twenty-third Century could be so small you couldn't see them at that distance. All that flash and glitter couldn't be coming just from Dugan's glasses. Yes, brother, I turned around while Gray's Elegy went thrumming through my head.


It could be Belcher or Jinx or Mallison, or the little guy with the pipe, but I don't think so. I've got a pretty good idea who it is, because something suddenly occurred to me, I turned around to give Dugan a nice full-face and I waved....


Because one of those scraps of paper I thought had been blown in my window was marked very peculiarly in red: Load Only in Total Darkness. Expires Dec. 18, 2241.


#bester


Image: William Shakespeare by tonynetone (some rights reserved)
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So, what happens after death?





You were on your way home when you died.


It was a car accident. Nothing particularly remarkable, but fatal nonetheless. You left behind a wife and two children. It was a painless death. The EMTs tried their best to save you, but to no avail. Your body was so utterly shattered you were better off, trust me.


And that’s when you met me.


“What… what happened?” You asked. “Where am I?”


“You died,” I said, matter-of-factly. No point in mincing words.


“There was a… a truck and it was skidding…”


“Yup,” I said.


“I… I died?”


“Yup. But don’t feel bad about it. Everyone dies,” I said.


You looked around. There was nothingness. Just you and me. “What is this place?” You asked. “Is this the afterlife?”


“More or less,” I said.


“Are you god?” You asked.


“Yup,” I replied. “I’m God.”


“My kids… my wife,” you said.


“What about them?”


“Will they be all right?”


“That’s what I like to see,” I said. “You just died and your main concern is for your family. That’s good stuff right there.”


You looked at me with fascination. To you, I didn’t look like God. I just looked like some man. Or possibly a woman. Some vague authority figure, maybe. More of a grammar school teacher than the almighty.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “They’ll be fine. Your kids will remember you as perfect in every way. They didn’t have time to grow contempt for you. Your wife will cry on the outside, but will be secretly relieved. To be fair, your marriage was falling apart. If it’s any consolation, she’ll feel very guilty for feeling relieved.”


“Oh,” you said. “So what happens now? Do I go to heaven or hell or something?”


“Neither,” I said. “You’ll be reincarnated.”


“Ah,” you said. “So the Hindus were right,”


“All religions are right in their own way,” I said. “Walk with me.”


You followed along as we strode through the void. “Where are we going?”


“Nowhere in particular,” I said. “It’s just nice to walk while we talk.”


“So what’s the point, then?” You asked. “When I get reborn, I’ll just be a blank slate, right? A baby. So all my experiences and everything I did in this life won’t matter.”


“Not so!” I said. “You have within you all the knowledge and experiences of all your past lives. You just don’t remember them right now.”


I stopped walking and took you by the shoulders. “Your soul is more magnificent, beautiful, and gigantic than you can possibly imagine. A human mind can only contain a tiny fraction of what you are. It’s like sticking your finger in a glass of water to see if it’s hot or cold. You put a tiny part of yourself into the vessel, and when you bring it back out, you’ve gained all the experiences it had.


“You’ve been in a human for the last 48 years, so you haven’t stretched out yet and felt the rest of your immense consciousness. If we hung out here for long enough, you’d start remembering everything. But there’s no point to doing that between each life.”


“How many times have I been reincarnated, then?”


“Oh lots. Lots and lots. An in to lots of different lives.” I said. “This time around, you’ll be a Chinese peasant girl in 540 AD.”


“Wait, what?” You stammered. “You’re sending me back in time?”


“Well, I guess technically. Time, as you know it, only exists in your universe. Things are different where I come from.”


“Where you come from?” You said.


“Oh sure,” I explained “I come from somewhere. Somewhere else. And there are others like me. I know you’ll want to know what it’s like there, but honestly you wouldn’t understand.”


“Oh,” you said, a little let down. “But wait. If I get reincarnated to other places in time, I could have interacted with myself at some point.”


“Sure. Happens all the time. And with both lives only aware of their own lifespan you don’t even know it’s happening.”


“So what’s the point of it all?”


“Seriously?” I asked. “Seriously? You’re asking me for the meaning of life? Isn’t that a little stereotypical?”


“Well it’s a reasonable question,” you persisted.


I looked you in the eye. “The meaning of life, the reason I made this whole universe, is for you to mature.”


“You mean mankind? You want us to mature?”


“No, just you. I made this whole universe for you. With each new life you grow and mature and become a larger and greater intellect.”


“Just me? What about everyone else?”


“There is no one else,” I said. “In this universe, there’s just you and me.”


You stared blankly at me. “But all the people on earth…”


“All you. Different incarnations of you.”


“Wait. I’m everyone!?”


“Now you’re getting it,” I said, with a congratulatory slap on the back.


“I’m every human being who ever lived?”


“Or who will ever live, yes.”


“I’m Abraham Lincoln?”


“And you’re John Wilkes Booth, too,” I added.


“I’m Hitler?” You said, appalled.


“And you’re the millions he killed.”


“I’m Jesus?”


“And you’re everyone who followed him.”


You fell silent.


“Every time you victimized someone,” I said, “you were victimizing yourself. Every act of kindness you’ve done, you’ve done to yourself. Every happy and sad moment ever experienced by any human was, or will be, experienced by you.”


You thought for a long time.


“Why?” You asked me. “Why do all this?”


“Because someday, you will become like me. Because that’s what you are. You’re one of my kind. You’re my child.”


“Whoa,” you said, incredulous. “You mean I’m a god?”


“No. Not yet. You’re a fetus. You’re still growing. Once you’ve lived every human life throughout all time, you will have grown enough to be born.”


“So the whole universe,” you said, “it’s just…”


“An egg.” I answered. “Now it’s time for you to move on to your next life.”


And I sent you on your way.


#weir


Copyright 2009, Andy Weir


Published with the author's permission.


Illustration: Mario Alberto Magallanes Trejo (some rights reserved)
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Lewis Shiner's novels include BLACK & WHITE, the cyberpunk classic FRONTERA, and, most recently, OUTSIDE THE GATES OF EDEN (2019). He’s written about music for the VILLAGE VOICE, PULSE, CRAWDADDY, and others. His short fiction has appeared in SOUTHWEST REVIEW, BLACK CLOCK, and OMNI among others, and has been reprinted in a number of best-of-the-year anthologies. He lives in North Carolina.



1.  According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


J. G. Ballard proved in his “condensed novels” that short fiction can have the same thematic weight and chronological scope as a novel. I myself wrote a condensed novel called “Soldier, Sailor” and later expanded it into my first novel, FRONTERA. So I'm not sure there is a meaningful difference between short stories and novels other than the length. There is a famous story about the US President Abraham Lincoln, where somebody asked him how long a man's legs should be and Lincoln said, “Long enough to reach the ground.” How long should a piece of fiction be? Long enough to tell the story.


2. What's your favorite short story?


I tend to prefer novels to short stories, so I don't read a lot of them. If I'm going to invest time and effort to read about characters, I like to stick with them for a while. That said, there are a few short stories that I really admire. I recently read a story called “Christmas Eve 1953” by the US actor and director Tom Hanks that I thought was outstanding. It deals with two World War II veterans, one damaged physically, the other psychologically. It beautifully evokes that time period and shows how much the 1950s in the US was affected by the war.


Other favorite stories include “The Chrysanthemums” by John Steinbeck, who was my favorite author when I was a teenager, and “The King is Dead” by Walter Tevis, an incredibly suspenseful short story about chess, of all things. All three stories are about the way that characters deal with pain, both physical and emotional.


3. What's your favorite short story written by you?


I guess I would pick Canto MCML. I like all the things that are left unsaid in the story—I never explain where the characters are or what's going on in the rest of the world, yet I think (or at least hope) that there are enough clues that the readers can figure it out for themselves. It's also a very political story, which is increasingly important to me.
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This short film is the first work of science fiction in cinema





“The first cinematic encounter between humans and extraterrestrials was in Georges Méliès' “Le Voyage dans la Lune”. A ten-minute film that makes an old human dream come true, already imagined by Cyrano de Bergerac – not Rostand's, no, the 17th-century writer.” — Jérôme Clément





#shortmovies
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Fra Rafael saw strange things, impossible things. Then there was the mystery of the seven young virginal girls of Huascan.



 

Fra Rafael drew the llama-wool blanket closer about his narrow shoulders, shivering in the cold wind that screamed down from Huascan. His face held great pain. I rose, walked to the door of the hut and peered through fog at the shadowy haunted lands that lifted toward the sky—the Cordilleras that make a rampart along Peru's eastern border.


“There's nothing,” I said. “Only the fog, Fra Rafael.”


He made the sign of the cross on his breast. “It is the fog that brings the—the terror,” he said. “I tell you, Señor White, I have seen strange things these last few months—impossible things. You are a scientist. Though we are not of the same religion, you also know that there are powers not of this earth.”


I didn't answer, so he went on: “Three months ago it began, after the earthquake. A native girl disappeared. She was seen going into the mountains, toward Huascan along the Pass, and she did not come back. I sent men out to find her. They went up the Pass, found the fog grew thicker and thicker until they were blind and could see nothing. Fear came to them and they fled back down the mountain. A week later another girl vanished. We found her footprints.”


“The same canyon?”


“Si, and the same result. Now seven girls have gone, one after the other, all in the same way. And I, Señor White—” Fra Rafael's pale, tired face was sad as he glanced down at the stumps of his legs—”I could not follow, as you see. Four years ago an avalanche crippled me. My bishop told me to return to Lima, but I prevailed on him to let me remain here for these natives are my people, Señor. They know and trust me. The loss of my legs has not altered that.”


I nodded. “I can see the difficulty now, though.”


“Exactly. I cannot go to Huascan and find out what has happened to the girls. The natives—well, I chose four of the strongest and bravest and asked them to take me up the Pass. I thought that I could overcome their superstitions. But I was not successful.”


“How far did you go?” I asked.


“A few miles, not more than that. The fog grew thicker, until we were blinded by it, and the way was dangerous. I could not make the men go on.” Fra Rafael closed his eyes wearily. “They talked of old Inca gods and devils—Manco Capac and Oello Huaco, the Children of the Sun. They are very much afraid, Señor White. They huddle together like sheep and believe that an ancient god has returned and is taking them away one by one. And—one by one they are taken.”


“Only young girls,” I mused. “And no coercion is used, apparently. What's up toward Huascan?”


“Nothing but wild llamas and the condors. And snow, cold, desolation. These are the Andes, my friend.”


“Okay,” I said. “It sounds interesting. As an anthropologist I owe it to the Foundation to investigate. Besides, I'm curious. Superficially, there is nothing very strange about the affair. Seven girls have disappeared in the unusually heavy fogs we've had ever since the earthquake. Nothing more.”


I smiled at him. “However, I think I'll take a look around and see what's so attractive about Huascan.”


“I shall pray for you,” he said. “Perhaps—well, Señor, for all the loss of my legs, I am not a weak man. I can stand much hardship. I can ride a burro.”


“I don't doubt your willingness, Fra Rafael,” I said. “But it's necessary to be practical. It's dangerous and it's cold up there. Your presence would only handicap me. Alone, I can go faster—remember, I don't know how far I'll have to travel.”


The priest sighed. “I suppose you are right. When—”


“Now. My burro's packed.”


“Your porters?”


“They won't go,” I said wryly. “They've been talking to your villagers. It doesn't matter. I'll go it alone.” I put out my hand, and Fra Rafael gripped it strongly.


“Vaya con Dios,” he said.


I went out into the bright Peruvian sunlight. The Indios were standing in straggling knots, pretending not to watch me. My porters were nowhere in evidence. I grinned, yelled a sardonic goodbye, and started to lead the burro toward the Pass.


The fog vanished as the sun rose, but it still lay in the mountain canyons toward the west. A condor circled against the sky. In the thin, sharp air the sound of a distant rock-fall was distinctly audible.


White Huascan towered far away. A shadow fell on me as I entered the Pass. The burro plodded on, patient and obedient. I felt a little chill; the fog began to thicken.


Yes, the Indios had talked to me. I knew their language, their old religion. Bastard descendants of the Incas, they still preserved a deep-rooted belief in the ancient gods of their ancient race, who had fallen with Huayna Capac, the Great Inca, a year before Pizarro came raging into Peru. I knew the Quichua—the old tongue of the mother race—and so I learned more than I might have otherwise.


Yet I had not learned much. The Indios said that something had come into the mountains near Huascan. They were willing to talk about it, but they knew little. They shrugged with apathetic fatalism. It called the young virgins, no doubt for a sacrifice. Quien sabe? Certainly the strange, thickening fog was not of this earth. Never before in the history of mankind had there been such a fog. It was, of course, the earthquake that had brought the—the Visitant. And it was folly to seek it out.


Well, I was an anthropologist and knew the value of even such slight clues as this. Moreover, my job for the Foundation was done. My specimens had been sent through to Callao by pack-train, and my notes were safe with Fra Rafael. Also, I was young and the lure of far places and their mysteries was hot in my blood. I hoped I'd find something odd—even dangerous—at Huascan.


I was young. Therefore, somewhat of a fool....


The first night I camped in a little cave, sheltered from the wind and snug enough in my fleece-lined sleeping-bag. There were no insects at this height. It was impossible to make a fire for there was no wood. I worried a bit about the burro freezing in the night.


But he survived, and I repacked him the next morning with rather absurd cheerfulness. The fog was thick, yes, but not impenetrable.


There were tracks in the snow where the wind had not covered them. A girl had left the village the day before my arrival, which made my task all the easier. So I went up into that vast, desolate silence, the fog closing in steadily, getting thicker and thicker, the trail getting narrower until at last it was a mere track.


And then I was moving blind. I had to feel my way, step by step, leading the burro. Occasional tracks showed through the mist, showed that the native girl had walked swiftly—had run in places—so I assumed that the fog was less dense when she had come by this way. As it happened, I was quite wrong about that....


We were on a narrow path above a gorge when I lost the burro. I heard a scrambling and clashing of hoofs on rock behind me. The rope jerked out of my hand and the animal cried out almost articulately as it went over. I stood frozen, pressing against the stone, listening to the sound of the burro's fall. Finally the distant noise died in a faint trickling of snow and gravel that faded into utter silence. So thick was the fog that I had seen nothing.


I felt my way back to where the path had crumbled and rotten rock had given way under the burro's weight. It was possible for me to retrace my steps, but I did not. I was sure that my destination could not be much further. A lightly clad native girl could not have gone so far as Huascan itself. No, probably that day I would reach my goal.


So I went on, feeling my way through the thick silent fog. I was able to see only a few inches ahead of me for hours. Then, abruptly the trail grew clearer. Until, at last I was moving in the shadowless, unearthly mist over hard-packed snow, following the clearly marked footprints of a girl's sandals.


Then they vanished without warning, those prints, and I stood hesitant, staring around. I could see nothing, but a brighter glow in the misty canopy overhead marked the sun's position.


I knelt and brushed away the snow with my hands, hoping to undo the wind's concealing work. But I found no more footprints. Finally I took my bearings as well as I could and ploughed ahead in the general direction the girl had been traveling.


My compass told me I was heading due north.


The fog was a living, sentient thing now, secretive, shrouding the secret that lay beyond its gray wall.


Suddenly I was conscious of a change. An electric tingle coursed through my body. Abruptly the fog-wall brightened. Dimly, as through a translucent pane, I could make out vague images ahead of me.


I began to move toward the images—and suddenly the fog was gone!


Before me lay a valley. Blue-white moss carpeted it except where reddish boulders broke the blueness. Here and there were trees—at least I assumed they were trees, despite their unfamiliar outline. They were like banyans, having dozens of trunks narrow as bamboo. Blue-leafed, they stood like immense bird-cages on the pallid moss. The fog closed in behind the valley and above it. It was like being in a huge sun-lit cavern.


I turned my head, saw a gray wall behind me. Beneath my feet the snow was melting and running in tiny, trickling rivulets among the moss. The air was warm and stimulating as wine.


A strange and abrupt change. Impossibly strange! I walked toward one of the trees, stopped at a reddish boulder to examine it. And surprise caught at my throat. It was an artifact—a crumbling ruin, the remnant of an ancient structure whose original appearance I could not fathom. The stone seemed iron-hard. There were traces of inscription on it, but eroded to illegibility. And I never did learn the history of those enigmatic ruins.... They did not originate on Earth.


There was no sign of the native girl, and the resilient moss retained no tracks. I stood there, staring around, wondering what to do now. I was tense with excitement. But there was little to see. Just that valley covering perhaps a half-mile before the fog closed in around it.


Beyond that—I did not know what lay beyond that.


I went on, into the valley, eyeing my surroundings curiously in the shadowless light that filtered through the shifting roof of fog. Foolishly, I expected to discover Incan artifacts. The crumbled red stones should have warned me. They were, I think, harder than metal, yet they had been here long enough for the elements to erode them into featureless shards. Had they been of earthly origin they would have antedated Mankind—antedated even the Neanderthaler man.


Curious how our minds are conditioned to run in anthropomorphic lines. I was, though I did not know it, walking through a land that had its beginnings outside the known universe. The blue trees hinted at that. The crimson ruins told me that clearly. The atmospheric conditions—the fog, the warmth high up in the Cordilleras—were certainly not natural. Yet I thought the explanation lay in some geological warp, volcanic activity, subterranean gas-vents....


My vision reached a half-mile, no farther. As I went on, the misty horizon receded. The valley was larger than I had imagined. It was like Elysium, where the shades of dead men stroll in the Garden of Proserpine. Streamlets ran through the blue moss at intervals, chill as death from the snowy plains hidden in the fog. “A sleepy world of streams....”


The ruins altered in appearance as I went on. The red blocks were still present, but there were now also remnants of other structures, made by a different culture, I thought.


The blue trees grew more numerous. Leafy vines covered most of them now, saffron-tinted, making each strange tree a little room, screened by the lattice of the vines. As I passed close to one a faint clicking sounded, incongruously like the tapping of typewriter keys, but muffled. I saw movement and turned, my hand going to the pistol in my belt.


The Thing came out of a tree-hut and halted, watching me. I felt it watching me—though it had no eyes!


It was a sphere of what seemed to be translucent plastic, glowing with shifting rainbow colors. And I sensed sentience—intelligence—in its horribly human attitude of watchful hesitation. Four feet in diameter it was, and featureless save for three ivory elastic tentacles that supported it and a fringe of long, whip-like cilia about its diameter—its waist, I thought.


It looked at me, eyeless and cryptic. The shifting colors crawled over the plastic globe. Then it began to roll forward on the three supporting tentacles with a queer, swift gliding motion. I stepped back, jerking out my gun and leveling it.


“Stop,” I said, my voice shrill. “Stop!”


It stopped, quite as though it understood my words or the gesture of menace. The cilia fluttered about its spherical body. Bands of lambent color flashed. I could not rid myself of the curious certainty, that it was trying to communicate with me.


Abruptly it came forward again purposefully. I tensed and stepped back, holding the gun aimed. My finger was tightening on the trigger when the Thing stopped.


I backed off, nervously tense, but the creature did not follow. After I had got about fifty yards away it turned back and retreated into the hut-like structure in the banyan tree. After that I watched the trees warily as I passed them, but there were no other visitations of that nature.


Scientists are reluctant to relinquish their so-called logic. As I walked I tried to rationalize the creature, to explain it in the light of current knowledge. That it had been alive was certain. Yet it was not protoplasmic in nature. A plant, developed by mutation? Perhaps. But that theory did not satisfy me for the Thing had possessed intelligence, though of what order I did not know.


But there were the seven native girls, I reminded myself. My job was to find them, and quickly, too.


I did, at last, find them. Six of them, anyway. They were sitting in a row on the blue moss, facing one of the red blocks of stone, their backs toward me. As I mounted a little rise I saw them, motionless as bronze statues, and as rigid.


I went down toward them, tense with excitement, expectancy. Odd that six native girls, sitting in a row, should fill me with such feeling. They were so motionless that I wondered as I approached them, if they were dead....


But they were not. Nor were they—in the true sense of the word—alive.


I gripped one by the bare shoulder, found the flesh surprisingly cold and the girl seemed not to feel my touch. I swung her around to face me, and her black, empty eyes looked off into the far distance. Her lips were tightly compressed, slightly cyanosed. The pupils of her eyes were inordinately dilated, as if she was drugged.


Indian style, she squatted cross-legged, like the others. As I pulled her around, she toppled down on the moss, making no effort to stop herself. For a moment she lay there. Then with slow, puppet-like motions, she returned to her former position and resumed that blank staring into space.


I looked at the others. They were alike in their sleep-like withdrawal. It seemed as if their minds had been sucked out of them, that their very selves were elsewhere. It was a fantastic diagnosis, of course. But the trouble with those girls was nothing a physician could understand. It was psychic in nature, obviously.


I turned to the first one and slapped her cheeks. “Wake up!” I commanded. “You must obey me! Waken—”


But she gave no sign of feeling, of seeing. I lit a match, and her eyes focused on the flame. But the size of her pupils did not alter....


A shudder racked me. Then, abruptly I sensed movement behind me. I turned....


Over the blue moss the seventh Indio girl was coming toward us. “Miranda!” I said. “Can you hear me?” Fra Rafael had told me her name. Her feet, I saw, were bare and white frost-bite blotches marked them. But she did not seem to feel any pain as she walked.


Then I became aware that this was not a simple Indio girl. Something deep within my soul suddenly shrank back with instinctive revulsion. My skin seemed to crawl with a sort of terror. I began to shake so that it was difficult to draw my gun from its holster.


There was just this young native girl walking slowly toward me, her face quite expressionless, her black eyes fixed on emptiness. Yet she was not like other Indios, not like the six other girls sitting behind me. I can only liken her to a lamp in which a hot flame burned. The others were lamps that were dead, unlit.


The flame in her was not one that had been kindled on this earth, or in this universe, or in this space-time continuum, either. There was life in the girl who had been Miranda Valle—but it was not human life!


Some distant, skeptical corner of my brain told me that this was pure insanity, that I was deluded, hallucinated. Yes, I knew that. But it did not seem to matter. The girl who was walking so quietly across the blue yielding moss had wrapped about her, like an invisible, intangible veil, something of the alienage that men, through the eons, have called divinity. No mere human, I thought, could touch her.





But I felt fear, loathing—emotions not associated with divinity. I watched, knowing that presently she would look at me, would realize my presence. Then—well, my mind would not go beyond that point....


She came forward and quietly seated herself with the others, at the end of the line. Her body stiffened rigidly. Then, the veil of terror seemed to leave her, like a cloak falling away. Abruptly she was just an Indio girl, empty and drained as the others, mindless and motionless.


The girl beside her rose suddenly with a slow, fluid motion. And the crawling horror hit me again.... The Alien Power had not left! It had merely transferred itself to another body!


And this second body was as dreadful to my senses as the first had been. In some subtly monstrous way its terror impressed itself on my brain, though all the while there was nothing overt, nothing visibly wrong. The strange landscape, bounded by fog, was not actually abnormal, considering its location, high in the Andes. The blue moss, the weird trees; they were strange, but possible. Even the seven native girls were a normal part of the scene. It was the sense of an alien presence that caused my terror—a fear of the unknown....


As the newly “possessed” girl rose, I turned and fled, deathly sick, feeling caught in the grip of nightmare. Once I stumbled and fell. As I scrambled wildly to my feet I looked back.


The girl was watching me, her face tiny and far away. Then, suddenly, abruptly it was close. She stood within a few feet of me! I had not moved nor seen her move, but we were all close together again—the seven girls and I....


Hypnosis? Something of that sort. She had drawn me back to her, my mind blacked out and unresisting. I could not move. I could only stand motionless while that Alien being dwelling within human flesh reached out and thrust frigid fingers into my soul. I could feel my mind laid open, spread out like a map before the inhuman gaze that scanned it. It was blasphemous and shameful, and I could not move or resist!


I was flung aside as the psychic grip that held me relaxed. I could not think clearly. That remote delving into my brain had made me blind, sick, frantic. I remember running....


But I remember very little of what followed. There are vague pictures of blue moss and twisted trees, of coiling fog that wrapped itself about me, trying futilely to hold me back. And always there was the sense of a dark and nameless horror just beyond vision, hidden from me—though I was not hidden from its eyeless gaze!


I remember reaching the wall of fog, saw it loomed before me, plunged into it, raced through cold grayness, snow crunching beneath my boots. I recall emerging again into that misty valley of Abaddon....


When I regained complete consciousness I was with Lhar.


A coolness as of limpid water moved through my mind, cleansing it, washing away the horror, soothing and comforting me. I was lying on my back looking up at an arabesque pattern of blue and saffron; gray-silver light filtered through a lacy, filigree. I was still weak but the blind terror no longer gripped me.


I was inside a hut formed by the trunks of one of the banyan-like trees. Slowly, weakly I rose on one elbow. The room was empty except for a curious flower that grew from the dirt floor beside me. I looked at it dazedly.


And so I met Lhar.... She was of purest white, the white of alabaster, but with a texture and warmth that stone does not have. In shape—well, she seemed to be a great flower, an unopened tulip-like blossom five feet or so tall. The petals were closely enfolded, concealing whatever sort of body lay hidden beneath, and at the base was a convoluted pedestal that gave the odd impression of a ruffled, tiny skirt. Even now I cannot describe Lhar coherently. A flower, yes—but very much more than that. Even in that first glimpse I knew that Lhar was more than just a flower....


I was not afraid of her. She had saved me, I knew, and I felt complete trust in her. I lay back as she spoke to me telepathically, her words and thoughts forming within my brain....


“You are well now, though still weak. But it is useless for you to try to escape from this valley. No one can escape. The Other has powers I do not know, and those powers will keep you here.”


I said, “You are—?”


A name formed within my mind. “Lhar. I am not of your world.”


A shudder shook her. And her distress forced itself on me. I stood up, swaying with weakness. Lhar drew back, moving with a swaying, bobbing gait oddly like a curtsey.


Behind me a clicking sounded. I turned, saw the many-colored sphere force itself through the banyan-trunks. Instinctively my hand went to my gun. But a thought from Lhar halted me.


“It will not harm you. It is my servant.” She hesitated, groping for a word. “A machine. A robot. It will not harm you.”


I said, “Is it intelligent?”


“Yes. But it is not alive. Our people made it. We have many such machines.”


The robot swayed toward me, the rim of cilia flashing and twisting. Lhar said, “It speaks thus, without words or thought....” She paused, watching the sphere, and I sensed dejection in her manner.


The robot turned to me. The cilia twisted lightly about my arm, tugging me toward Lhar. I said, “What does it want?”


“It knows that I am dying,” Lhar said.


That shocked me. “Dying? No!”


“It is true. Here in this alien world I do not have my usual food. So I will die. To survive I need the blood of mammals. But there are none here save those seven the Other has taken. And I cannot use them for they are now spoiled.”


I didn't ask Lhar what sort of mammals she had in her own world. “That's what the robot wanted when it tried to stop me before, isn't it?”


“He wanted you to help me, yes. But you are weak from the shock you have had. I cannot ask you—”


I said, “How much blood do you need?”


At her answer, I said, “All right. You saved my life; I must do the same for you. I can spare that much blood easily. Go ahead.”


She bowed toward me, a fluttering white flame in the dimness of the tree-room. A tendril flicked out from among her petals, wrapped itself about my arm. It felt cool, gentle as a woman's hand. I felt no pain.


“You must rest now,” Lhar said. “I will go away but I shall not be long.”


The robot clicked and chattered, shifting on its tentacle legs. I watched it, saying, “Lhar, this can't be true. Why am I—believing impossible things?”


“I have given you peace,” she told me. “Your mind was dangerously close to madness. I have drugged you a little, physically; so your emotions will not be strong for a while. It was necessary to save your sanity.”


It was true that my mind felt—was drugged the word? My thoughts were clear enough, but I felt as if I were submerged in transparent but dark water. There was an odd sense of existing in a dream. I remembered Swinburne's lines:


Here, where the world is quiet,
Here, where all trouble seems
Dead winds' and spent waves' riot
In doubtful dreams of dreams....



“What is this place?” I asked.


Lhar bent toward me. “I do not know if I can explain. It is not quite clear to me. The robot knows. He is a reasoning machine. Wait....” She turned to the sphere. Its cilia fluttered in quick, complicated signals.


Lhar turned back to me. “Do you know much of the nature of Time? That it is curved, moves in a spiral....”


She went on to explain, but much of her explanation I did not understand. Yet I gathered enough to realize that this valley was not of Earth. Or, rather, it was not of the earth I knew.


“You have geological disturbances, I know. The strata are tumbled about, mixed one with another—”


I remembered what Fra Rafael had said about an earthquake, three months before. Lhar nodded toward me.


“But this was a time-slip. The space-time continuum is also subject to great strains and stresses. It buckled, and strata—Time-sectors—were thrust up to mingle with others. This valley belongs to another age, as do I and the machine, and also—the Other.”


She told me what had happened.... There had been no warning. One moment she had been in her own World, her own Time. The next, she was here, with her robot. And with the Other....


“I do not know the origin of the Other. I may have lived in either your future or your past. This valley, with its ruined stone structures, is probably part of your future. I had never heard of such a place before. The Other may be of the future also. Its shape I do not know....”





She told me more, much more. The Other, as she called it—giving the entity a thought-form that implied complete alienage—had a strangely chameleon-like method of feeding. It lived on life-force, as well as I could understand, draining the vital powers of a mammal vampirically. And it assumed the shape of its prey as it fed. It was not possession, in the strict sense of the word. It was a sort of merging....


Humanity is inclined to invest all things with its own attributes, forgetting that outside the limitations of time and space and size, familiar laws of nature do not apply.


So, even now I do not know all that lay behind the terror in that Peruvian valley. This much I learned: the Other, like Lhar and her robot, had been cast adrift by a time-slip, and thus marooned here. There was no way for it to return to its normal Time-sector. It had created the fog-wall to protect itself from the direct rays of the sun, which threatened its existence.


Sitting there in the filigreed, silver twilight beside Lhar, I had a concept of teeming universes of space-time, of an immense spiral of lives and civilizations, races and cultures, covering an infinite cosmos. And yet—what had happened? Very little, in that inconceivable infinity. A rift in time, a dimensional slip—and a sector of land and three beings on it had been wrenched from their place in time and transported to our time-stratum.


A robot, a flower that was alive and intelligent—and feminine—and the Other....


“The native girls,” I said. “What will happen to them?”


“They are no longer alive,” Lhar told me. “They still move and breathe, but they are dead, sustained only by the life-force of the Other. I do not think it will harm me. Apparently it prefers other food.”


“That's why you've stayed here?” I asked.


The shining velvety calyx swayed. “I shall die soon. For a little while I thought that I might manage to survive in this alien world, this alien time. Your blood has helped.” The cool tentacle withdrew from my arm. “But I lived in a younger time, where space was filled with—with certain energizing vibratory principles.


“They have faded now almost to nothing, to what you call cosmic rays. And these are too weak to maintain my life. No, I must die. And then my poor robot will be alone.” I sensed elfin amusement in that last thought. “It seems absurd to you that I should think affectionately of a machine. But in our world there is a rapport—a mental symbiosis—between robot and living beings.”


There was a silence. After a while I said, “I'd better get out of here. Get help—to end the menace of the other....” What sort of help I did not know. Was the Other vulnerable?


Lhar caught my thought. “In its own shape it is vulnerable, but what that shape is I do not know. As for your escaping from this valley—you cannot. The fog will bring you back.”


“I've got my compass.” I glanced at it, saw that the needle was spinning at random.


Lhar said: “The Other has many powers. Whenever you go into the fog, you will always return here.”


“How do you know all this?” I asked.


“My robot tells me. A machine can reason logically, better than a colloid brain.”


I closed my eyes, trying to think. Surely it should not be difficult for me to retrace my steps, to find a path out of this valley. Yet I hesitated, feeling a strange impotence.


“Can't your robot guide me?” I persisted.


“He will not leave my side. Perhaps—” Lhar turned to the sphere, and the cilia fluttered excitedly. “No,” she said, turning back to me. “Built into his mind is one rule—never to leave me. He cannot disobey that.”





I couldn't ask Lhar to go with me. Somehow I sensed that the frigid cold of the surrounding mountains would destroy her swiftly. I said, “It must be possible for me to get out of here. I'm going to try, anyway.”


“I will be waiting,” she said, and did not move as I slipped out between two trunks of the banyan-like tree.


It was daylight and the silvery grayness overhead was palely luminous. I headed for the nearest rampart of fog.


Lhar was right. Each time I went into that cloudy fog barrier I was blinded. I crept forward step by step, glancing behind me at my footprints in the snow, trying to keep in a straight line. And presently I would find myself back in the valley....


I must have tried a dozen times before giving up. There were no landmarks in that all-concealing grayness, and only by sheerest chance would anyone blunder into this valley—unless hypnotically summoned, like the Indio girls.


I realized that I was trapped. Finally I went back to Lhar. She hadn't moved an inch since I had left, nor had the robot, apparently.


“Lhar,” I said. “Lhar, can't you help me?”


The white flame of the flower was motionless, but the robot's cilia moved in quick signals. Lhar moved at last.


“Perhaps,” her thought came. “Unless both induction and deduction fail, my robot has discovered a chance for you. The Other can control your mind through emotions. But I, too, have some power over your mind. If I give you strength, wall you with a psychic shield against intrusion, you may be able to face the Other. But you cannot destroy it unless it is in its normal shape. The Indio girls must be killed first....”


“Killed?” I felt a sense of horror at the thought of killing those poor simple native girls.


“They are not actually alive now. They are now a part of the Other. They can never be restored to their former life.”


“How will—destroying them—help me?” I asked.


Again Lhar consulted the robot. “The Other will be driven from their bodies. It will then have no hiding-place and must resume its own form. Then it can be slain.”


Lhar swayed and curtseyed away. “Come,” she said. “It is in my mind that the Other must die. It is evil, ruthlessly selfish, which is the same thing. Until now I have not realized the solution to this evil being. But seeing into your thoughts has clarified my own. And my robot tells me that unless I aid you, the Other will continue ravening into your world. If that happens, the time-pattern will be broken.... I do not quite understand, but my robot makes no mistakes. The Other must die....”


She was outside of the banyan now, the sphere gliding after her. I followed. The three of us moved swiftly across the blue moss, guided by the robot.


In a little while we came to where the six Indio girls were squatting. They had apparently not moved since I had left them.


“The Other is not here,” Lhar said.


The robot held me back as Lhar advanced toward the girls, the skirt-like frill at her base convoluting as she moved. She paused beside them and her petals trembled and began to unfold.


From the tip of that great blossom a fountain of white dust spurted up. Spores or pollen, it seemed to be. The air was cloudy with the whiteness.


The robot drew me back, back again. I sensed danger....


The pollen seemed to be drawn toward the Indios, spun toward them in dancing mist-motes. It settled on their bronzed bodies, their limbs and faces. It covered them like a veil until they appeared to be six statues, white as cold marble, there on the blue moss.


Lhar's petals lifted and closed again. She swayed toward me, her mind sending a message into mine.


“The Other has no refuge now,” she told me. “I have slain the—the girls.”


“They're dead?” My lips were dry.


“What semblance of life they had left is now gone. The Other cannot use them again.”


Lhar swayed toward me. A cool tentacle swept out, pressing lightly on my forehead. Another touched my breast, above the heart.


“I give you of my strength,” Lhar said. “It will be as shield and buckler to you. The rest of the way you must go alone....”


Into me tide of power flowed. I sank into cool depths, passionless and calm. Something was entering my body, my mind and soul, drowning my fears, stiffening my resolve.


Strength of Lhar was now my strength!


The tentacles dropped away, their work done. The robot's cilia signalled and Lhar said, “Your way lies there. That temple—do you see it?”


I saw it. Far in the distance, half shrouded by the fog, a scarlet structure, not ruined like the others, was visible.


“You will find the Other there. Slay the last Indio, then destroy the Other.”


I had no doubt now of my ability to do that. A new power seemed to lift me from my feet, send me running across the moss. Once I glanced back, to see Lhar and her robot standing motionless, watching me.


The temple enlarged as I came nearer. It was built of the same reddish stone as the other ruined blocks I had seen. But erosion had weathered its harsh angles till nothing now remained but a rounded, smoothly sculptured monolith, twenty feet tall, shaped like a rifle shell.


A doorway gaped in the crimson wall. I paused for a moment on the threshold. In the dimness within a shadow stirred. I stepped forward, finding myself in a room that was tall and narrow, the ceiling hidden in gloom. Along the walls were carvings I could not clearly see. They gave a suggestion of inhuman beings that watched.


It was dark but I could see the Indio girl who had been Miranda Valle. Her eyes were on me, and, even through the protecting armor of Lhar strength; I could feel their terrible power.


The life in the girl was certainly not human!


“Destroy her!” my mind warned. “Destroy her! Quickly!”


But as I hesitated a veil of darkness seemed to fall upon me. Utter cold, a frigidity as of outer space, lanced into my brain. My senses reeled under the assault. Desperately, blind and sick and giddy, I called on the reserve strength Lhar had given me. Then I blacked out....


When I awoke I saw smoke coiling up from the muzzle of the pistol in my hand. At my feet lay the Indio girl, dead. My bullet had crashed into her brain, driving out the terrible dweller there.


My eyes were drawn to the farther wall. An archway gaped there. I walked across the room, passed under the archway. Instantly I was in complete, stygian darkness. But I was not alone!


The power of the Other struck me like a tangible blow. I have no words to tell of an experience so completely disassociated from human memories. I remember only this: my mind and soul were sucked down into a black abyss where I had no volition or consciousness. It was another dimension of the mind where my senses were altered....


Nothing existed there but the intense blackness beyond time and space. I could not see the Other nor conceive of it. It was pure intelligence, stripped of flesh. It was alive and it had power—power that was god-like.


There in the great darkness I stood alone, unaided, sensing the approach of an entity from some horribly remote place where all values were altered.


I sensed Lhar's nearness. “Hurry!” her thought came to me. “Before it wakens!”


Warmth flowed into me. The blackness receded....


Against the farther wall something lay, a thing bafflingly human ... a great-headed thing with a tiny pallid body coiled beneath it. It was squirming toward me....


“Destroy it!” Lhar communicated.


The pistol in my hand thundered, bucking against my palm. Echoes roared against the walls. I fired and fired again until the gun was empty....


“It is dead,” Lhar's thought entered my mind.


I stumbled, dropped the pistol.


“It was the child of an old super-race—a child not yet born.”


Can you conceive of such a race? Where even the unborn had power beyond human understanding? My mind wondered what the adult Alien must be.


I shivered, suddenly cold. An icy wind gusted through the temple. Lhar's thought was clear in my mind.


“Now the valley is no longer a barrier to the elements. The Other created fog and warmth to protect itself. Now it is dead and your world reclaims its own.”


From the outer door of the temple I could see the fog being driven away by a swift wind. Snow was falling slowly, great white flakes that blanketed the blue moss and lay like caps on the red shards that dotted the valley.


“I shall die swiftly and easily now, instead of slowly, by starvation,” Lhar said.


A moment later a thought crossed my mind, faint and intangible as a snowflake and I knew Lhar was saying goodbye.


I left the valley. Once I looked back, but there was only a veil of snow behind me.


And out of the greatest adventure the cosmic gods ever conceived—only this: For a little while the eternal veil of time was ripped away and the door to the unknown was held ajar.


But now the door is closed once more. Below Huascan a robot guards a tomb, that is all.


The snow fell faster. Shivering, I ploughed through the deepening drifts. My compass needle pointed north. The spell that had enthralled the valley was gone.


Half an hour later I found the trail, and the road to safety lay open before me. Fra Rafael would be waiting to hear my story.


But I did not think that he would believe it....


#kuttner
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An intriguing tale of friendship between an Earthman and an alien memorabilia hunters.



 

Craphound had wicked yard-sale karma, for a rotten, filthy alien bastard. He was too good at panning out the single grain of gold in a raging river of uselessness for me not to like him — respect him, anyway. But then he found the cowboy trunk. It was two months' rent to me and nothing but some squirrelly alien kitsch-fetish to Craphound.


So I did the unthinkable. I violated the Code. I got into a bidding war with a buddy. Never let them tell you that women poison friendships: in my experience, wounds from women-fights heal quickly; fights over garbage leave nothing behind but scorched earth.


Craphound spotted the sign — his karma, plus the goggles in his exoskeleton, gave him the advantage when we were doing 80 kmh on some stretch of back-highway in cottage country. He was riding shotgun while I drove, and we had the radio on to the CBC's summer-Saturday programming: eight weekends with eight hours of old radio dramas: “The Shadow,” “Quiet Please,” “Tom Mix,” “The Crypt-Keeper” with Bela Lugosi. It was hour three, and Bogey was phoning in his performance on a radio adaptation of The African Queen. I had the windows of the old truck rolled down so that I could smoke without fouling Craphound's breather. My arm was hanging out the window, the radio was booming, and Craphound said “Turn around! Turn around, now, Jerry, now, turn around!”


When Craphound gets that excited, it's a sign that he's spotted a rich vein. I checked the side-mirror quickly, pounded the brakes and spun around. The transmission creaked, the wheels squealed, and then we were creeping along the way we'd come.


“There,” Craphound said, gesturing with his long, skinny arm. I saw it. A wooden A-frame real-estate sign, a piece of hand-lettered cardboard stuck overtop of the realtor's name:


EAST MUSKOKA VOLUNTEER FIRE-DEPT


LADIES AUXILIARY RUMMAGE SALE


SAT 25 JUNE


“Hoo-eee!” I hollered, and spun the truck onto the dirt road. I gunned the engine as we cruised along the tree-lined road, trusting Craphound to spot any deer, signs, or hikers in time to avert disaster. The sky was a perfect blue and the smells of summer were all around us. I snapped off the radio and listened to the wind rushing through the truck. Ontario is beautiful in the summer.


“There!” Craphound shouted. I hit the turn-off and down-shifted and then we were back on a paved road. Soon, we were rolling into a country fire-station, an ugly brick barn. The hall was lined with long, folding tables, stacked high. The mother lode!


Craphound beat me out the door, as usual. His exoskeleton is programmable, so he can record little scripts for it like: move left arm to door handle, pop it, swing legs out to running-board, jump to ground, close door, move forward. Meanwhile, I'm still making sure I've switched off the headlights and that I've got my wallet.


Two blue-haired grannies had a card-table set up out front of the hall, with a big tin pitcher of lemonade and three boxes of Tim Horton assorted donuts. That stopped us both, since we share the superstition that you always buy food from old ladies and little kids, as a sacrifice to the crap-gods. One of the old ladies poured out the lemonade while the other smiled and greeted us.


“Welcome, welcome! My, you've come a long way for us!”


“Just up from Toronto, ma'am,” I said. It's an old joke, but it's also part of the ritual, and it's got to be done.


“I meant your friend, sir. This gentleman.”


Craphound smiled without baring his gums and sipped his lemonade. “Of course I came, dear lady. I wouldn't miss it for the worlds!” His accent is pretty good, but when it comes to stock phrases like this, he's got so much polish you'd think he was reading the news.


The biddie blushed and giggled, and I felt faintly sick. I walked off to the tables, trying not to hurry. I chose my first spot, about halfway down, where things wouldn't be quite so picked-over. I grabbed an empty box from underneath and started putting stuff into it: four matched highball glasses with gold crossed bowling-pins and a line of black around the rim; an Expo '67 wall-hanging that wasn't even a little faded; a shoebox full of late sixties O-Pee-Chee hockey cards; a worn, wooden-handled steel cleaver that you could butcher a steer with.


I picked up my box and moved on: a deck of playing cards copyrighted '57, with the logo for the Royal Canadian Dairy, Bala Ontario printed on the backs; a fireman's cap with a brass badge so tarnished I couldn't read it; a three-story wedding-cake trophy for the 1974 Eastern Region Curling Championships. The cash-register in my mind was ringing, ringing, ringing. God bless the East Muskoka Volunteer Fire Department Ladies' Auxiliary.


I'd mined that table long enough. I moved to the other end of the hall. Time was, I'd start at the beginning and turn over each item, build one pile of maybes and another pile of definites, try to strategise. In time, I came to rely on instinct and on the fates, to whom I make my obeisances at every opportunity.


Let's hear it for the fates: a genuine collapsible top-hat; a white-tipped evening cane; a hand-carved cherry-wood walking stick; a beautiful black lace parasol; a wrought-iron lightning rod with a rooster on top; all of it in an elephant-leg umbrella-stand. I filled the box, folded it over, and started on another.


I collided with Craphound. He grinned his natural grin, the one that showed row on row of wet, slimy gums, tipped with writhing, poisonous suckers. “Gold! Gold!” he said, and moved along. I turned my head after him, just as he bent over the cowboy trunk.


I sucked air between my teeth. It was magnificent: a leather-bound miniature steamer trunk, the leather worked with lariats, Stetson hats, war-bonnets and six-guns. I moved toward him, and he popped the latch. I caught my breath.


On top, there was a kid's cowboy costume: miniature leather chaps, a tiny Stetson, a pair of scuffed white-leather cowboy boots with long, worn spurs affixed to the heels. Craphound moved it reverently to the table and continued to pull more magic from the trunk's depths: a stack of cardboard-bound Hopalong Cassidy 78s; a pair of tin six-guns with gunbelt and holsters; a silver star that said Sheriff; a bundle of Roy Rogers comics tied with twine, in mint condition; and a leather satchel filled with plastic cowboys and Indians, enough to re-enact the Alamo.


“Oh, my God,” I breathed, as he spread the loot out on the table.


“What are these, Jerry?” Craphound asked, holding up the 78s.


“Old records, like LPs, but you need a special record player to listen to them.” I took one out of its sleeve. It gleamed, scratch-free, in the overhead fluorescents.


“I got a 78 player here,” said a member of the East Muskoka Volunteer Fire Department Ladies' Auxiliary. She was short enough to look Craphound in the eye, a hair under five feet, and had a skinny, rawboned look to her. “That's my Billy's things, Billy the Kid we called him. He was dotty for cowboys when he was a boy. Couldn't get him to take off that fool outfit — nearly got him thrown out of school. He's a lawyer now, in Toronto, got a fancy office on Bay Street. I called him to ask if he minded my putting his cowboy things in the sale, and you know what? He didn't know what I was talking about! Doesn't that beat everything? He was dotty for cowboys when he was a boy.”


It's another of my rituals to smile and nod and be as polite as possible to the erstwhile owners of crap that I'm trying to buy, so I smiled and nodded and examined the 78 player she had produced. In lariat script, on the top, it said, “Official Bob Wills Little Record Player,” and had a crude watercolour of Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys grinning on the front. It was the kind of record player that folded up like a suitcase when you weren't using it. I'd had one as a kid, with Yogi Bear silkscreened on the front.


Billy's mom plugged the yellowed cord into a wall jack and took the 78 from me, touched the stylus to the record. A tinny ukelele played, accompanied by horse-clops, and then a narrator with a deep, whisky voice said, “Howdy, Pardners! I was just settin' down by the ole campfire. Why don't you stay an' have some beans, an' I'll tell y'all the story of how Hopalong Cassidy beat the Duke Gang when they come to rob the Santa Fe.”


In my head, I was already breaking down the cowboy trunk and its contents, thinking about the minimum bid I'd place on each item at Sotheby's. Sold individually, I figured I could get over two grand for the contents. Then I thought about putting ads in some of the Japanese collectors' magazines, just for a lark, before I sent the lot to the auction house. You never can tell. A buddy I knew had sold a complete packaged set of Welcome Back, Kotter action figures for nearly eight grand that way. Maybe I could buy a new truck. . .


“This is wonderful,” Craphound said, interrupting my reverie. “How much would you like for the collection?”


I felt a knife in my guts. Craphound had found the cowboy trunk, so that meant it was his. But he usually let me take the stuff with street-value — he was interested in everything, so it hardly mattered if I picked up a few scraps with which to eke out a living.


Billy's mom looked over the stuff. “I was hoping to get twenty dollars for the lot, but if that's too much, I'm willing to come down.”


“I'll give you thirty,” my mouth said, without intervention from my brain.


They both turned and stared at me. Craphound was unreadable behind his goggles.


Billy's mom broke the silence. “Oh, my! Thirty dollars for this old mess?”


“I will pay fifty,” Craphound said.


“Seventy-five,” I said.


“Oh, my,” Billy's mom said.


“Five hundred,” Craphound said.


I opened my mouth, and shut it. Craphound had built his stake on Earth by selling a complicated biochemical process for non-chlorophyll photosynthesis to a Saudi banker. I wouldn't ever beat him in a bidding war. “A thousand dollars,” my mouth said.


“Ten thousand,” Craphound said, and extruded a roll of hundreds from somewhere in his exoskeleton.


“My Lord!” Billy's mom said. “Ten thousand dollars!”


The other pickers, the firemen, the blue haired ladies all looked up at that and stared at us, their mouths open.


“It is for a good cause.” Craphound said.


“Ten thousand dollars!” Billy's mom said again.


Craphound's digits ruffled through the roll as fast as a croupier's counter, separated off a large chunk of the brown bills, and handed them to Billy's mom.


One of the firemen, a middle-aged paunchy man with a comb-over appeared at Billy's mom's shoulder.


“What's going on, Eva?” he said.


“This. . .gentleman is going to pay ten thousand dollars for Billy's old cowboy things, Tom.”


The fireman took the money from Billy's mom and stared at it. He held up the top note under the light and turned it this way and that, watching the holographic stamp change from green to gold, then green again. He looked at the serial number, then the serial number of the next bill. He licked his forefinger and started counting off the bills in piles of ten. Once he had ten piles, he counted them again. “That's ten thousand dollars, all right. Thank you very much, mister. Can I give you a hand getting this to your car?”


Craphound, meanwhile, had re-packed the trunk and balanced the 78 player on top of it. He looked at me, then at the fireman.


“I wonder if I could impose on you to take me to the nearest bus station. I think I'm going to be making my own way home.”


The fireman and Billy's mom both stared at me. My cheeks flushed. “Aw, c'mon,” I said. “I'll drive you home.”


“I think I prefer the bus,” Craphound said.


“It's no trouble at all to give you a lift, friend,” the fireman said.


I called it quits for the day, and drove home alone with the truck only half-filled. I pulled it into the coach-house and threw a tarp over the load and went inside and cracked a beer and sat on the sofa, watching a nature show on a desert reclamation project in Arizona, where the state legislature had traded a derelict mega-mall and a custom-built habitat to an alien for a local-area weather control machine.


#


The following Thursday, I went to the little crap-auction house on King Street. I'd put my finds from the weekend in the sale: lower minimum bid, and they took a smaller commission than Sotheby's. Fine for moving the small stuff.


Craphound was there, of course. I knew he'd be. It was where we met, when he bid on a case of Lincoln Logs I'd found at a fire-sale.


I'd known him for a kindred spirit when he bought them, and we'd talked afterwards, at his place, a sprawling, two-storey warehouse amid a cluster of auto-wrecking yards where the junkyard dogs barked, barked, barked.


Inside was paradise. His taste ran to shrines — a collection of fifties bar kitsch that was a shrine to liquor; a circular waterbed on a raised podium that was nearly buried under seventies bachelor pad-inalia; a kitchen that was nearly unusable, so packed it was with old barn-board furniture and rural memorabilia; a leather-appointed library straight out of a Victorian gentlemen's club; a solarium dressed in wicker and bamboo and tiki-idols. It was a hell of a place.


Craphound had known all about the Goodwills and the Sally Anns, and the auction houses, and the kitsch boutiques on Queen Street, but he still hadn't figured out where it all came from.


“Yard sales, rummage sales, garage sales,” I said, reclining in a vibrating naughahyde easy-chair, drinking a glass of his pricey single-malt that he'd bought for the beautiful bottle it came in.


“But where are these? Who is allowed to make them?” Craphound hunched opposite me, his exoskeleton locked into a coiled, semi-seated position.


“Who? Well, anyone. You just one day decide that you need to clean out the basement, you put an ad in the Star, tape up a few signs, and voila, yard sale. Sometimes, a school or a church will get donations of old junk and sell it all at one time, as a fundraiser.”


“And how do you locate these?” he asked, bobbing up and down slightly with excitement.


“Well, there're amateurs who just read the ads in the weekend papers, or just pick a neighbourhood and wander around, but that's no way to go about it. What I do is, I get in a truck, and I sniff the air, catch the scent of crap and vroom!, I'm off like a bloodhound on a trail. You learn things over time: like stay away from Yuppie yard sales, they never have anything worth buying, just the same crap you can buy in any mall.”


“Do you think I might accompany you some day?”


“Hell, sure. Next Saturday? We'll head over to Cabbagetown — those old coach houses, you'd be amazed what people get rid of. It's practically criminal.”


“I would like to go with you on next Saturday very much Mr Jerry Abington.” He used to talk like that, without commas or question marks. Later, he got better, but then, it was all one big sentence.


“Call me Jerry. It's a date, then. Tell you what, though: there's a Code you got to learn before we go out. The Craphound's Code.”


“What is a craphound?”


“You're lookin' at one. You're one, too, unless I miss my guess. You'll get to know some of the local craphounds, you hang around with me long enough. They're the competition, but they're also your buddies, and there're certain rules we have.”


And then I explained to him all about how you never bid against a craphound at a yard-sale, how you get to know the other fellows' tastes, and when you see something they might like, you haul it out for them, and they'll do the same for you, and how you never buy something that another craphound might be looking for, if all you're buying it for is to sell it back to him. Just good form and common sense, really, but you'd be surprised how many amateurs just fail to make the jump to pro because they can't grasp it.


#


There was a bunch of other stuff at the auction, other craphounds' weekend treasures. This was high season, when the sun comes out and people start to clean out the cottage, the basement, the garage. There were some collectors in the crowd, and a whole whack of antique and junk dealers, and a few pickers, and me, and Craphound. I watched the bidding listlessly, waiting for my things to come up and sneaking out for smokes between lots. Craphound never once looked at me or acknowledged my presence, and I became perversely obsessed with catching his eye, so I coughed and shifted and walked past him several times, until the auctioneer glared at me, and one of the attendants asked if I needed a throat lozenge.


My lot came up. The bowling glasses went for five bucks to one of the Queen Street junk dealers; the elephant-foot fetched $350 after a spirited bidding war between an antique dealer and a collector — the collector won; the dealer took the top-hat for $100. The rest of it came up and sold, or didn't, and at end of the lot, I'd made over $800, which was rent for the month plus beer for the weekend plus gas for the truck.


Craphound bid on and bought more cowboy things — a box of super-eight cowboy movies, the boxes mouldy, the stock itself running to slime; a Navajo blanket; a plastic donkey that dispensed cigarettes out of its ass; a big neon armadillo sign.


One of the other nice things about that place over Sotheby's, there was none of this waiting thirty days to get a cheque. I queued up with the other pickers after the bidding was through, collected a wad of bills, and headed for my truck.


I spotted Craphound loading his haul into a minivan with handicapped plates. It looked like some kind of fungus was growing over the hood and side-panels. On closer inspection, I saw that the body had been covered in closely glued Lego.


Craphound popped the hatchback and threw his gear in, then opened the driver's side door, and I saw that his van had been fitted out for a legless driver, with brake and accelerator levers. A paraplegic I knew drove one just like it. Craphound's exoskeleton levered him into the seat, and I watched the eerily precise way it executed the macro that started the car, pulled the shoulder-belt, put it into drive and switched on the stereo. I heard tape-hiss, then, loud as a b-boy cruising Yonge Street, an old-timey cowboy voice: “Howdy pardners! Saddle up, we're ridin'!” Then the van backed up and sped out of the lot.


I get into the truck and drove home. Truth be told, I missed the little bastard.


#


Some people said that we should have run Craphound and his kin off the planet, out of the Solar System. They said that it wasn't fair for the aliens to keep us in the dark about their technologies. They say that we should have captured a ship and reverse-engineered it, built our own and kicked ass.


Some people!


First of all, nobody with human DNA could survive a trip in one of those ships. They're part of Craphound's people's bodies, as I understand it, and we just don't have the right parts. Second of all, they were sharing their tech with us — they just weren't giving it away. Fair trades every time.


It's not as if space was off-limits to us. We can any one of us visit their homeworld, just as soon as we figure out how. Only they wouldn't hold our hands along the way.


#


I spent the week haunting the “Secret Boutique,” AKA the Goodwill As-Is Centre on Jarvis. It's all there is to do between yard sales, and sometimes it makes for good finds. Part of my theory of yard-sale karma holds that if I miss one day at the thrift shops, that'll be the day they put out the big score. So I hit the stores diligently and came up with crapola. I had offended the fates, I knew, and wouldn't make another score until I placated them. It was lonely work, still and all, and I missed Craphound's good eye and obsessive delight.


I was at the cash-register with a few items at the Goodwill when a guy in a suit behind me tapped me on the shoulder.


“Sorry to bother you,” he said. His suit looked expensive, as did his manicure and his haircut and his wire-rimmed glasses. “I was just wondering where you found that.” He gestured at a rhinestone-studded ukelele, with a cowboy hat wood-burned into the body. I had picked it up with a guilty little thrill, thinking that Craphound might buy it at the next auction.


“Second floor, in the toy section.”


“There wasn't anything else like it, was there?”


”'Fraid not,” I said, and the cashier picked it up and started wrapping it in newspaper.


“Ah,” he said, and he looked like a little kid who'd just been told that he couldn't have a puppy. “I don't suppose you'd want to sell it, would you?”


I held up a hand and waited while the cashier bagged it with the rest of my stuff, a few old clothbound novels I thought I could sell at a used book-store, and a Grease belt-buckle with Olivia Newton John on it. I led him out the door by the elbow of his expensive suit.


“How much?” I had paid a dollar.


“Ten bucks?”


I nearly said, “Sold!” but I caught myself. “Twenty.”


“Twenty dollars?”


“That's what they'd charge at a boutique on Queen Street.”


He took out a slim leather wallet and produced a twenty. I handed him the uke. His face lit up like a lightbulb.


#


It's not that my adulthood is particularly unhappy. Likewise, it's not that my childhood was particularly happy.


There are memories I have, though, that are like a cool drink of water. My grandfather's place near Milton, an old Victorian farmhouse, where the cat drank out of a milk-glass bowl; and where we sat around a rough pine table as big as my whole apartment; and where my playroom was the draughty barn with hay-filled lofts bulging with farm junk and Tarzan-ropes.


There was Grampa's friend Fyodor, and we spent every evening at his wrecking-yard, he and Grampa talking and smoking while I scampered in the twilight, scaling mountains of auto-junk. The glove-boxes yielded treasures: crumpled photos of college boys mugging in front of signs, roadmaps of far-away places. I found a guidebook from the 1964 New York World's Fair once, and a lipstick like a chrome bullet, and a pair of white leather ladies' gloves.


Fyodor dealt in scrap, too, and once, he had half of a carny carousel, a few horses and part of the canopy, paint flaking and sharp torn edges protruding; next to it, a Korean-war tank minus its turret and treads, and inside the tank were peeling old pinup girls and a rotation schedule and a crude Kilroy. The control-room in the middle of the carousel had a stack of paperback sci-fi novels, Ace Doubles that had two books bound back-to-back, and when you finished the first, you turned it over and read the other. Fyodor let me keep them, and there was a pawn-ticket in one from Macon, Georgia, for a transistor radio.


My parents started leaving me alone when I was fourteen and I couldn't keep from sneaking into their room and snooping. Mom's jewelry box had books of matches from their honeymoon in Acapulco, printed with bad palm-trees. My Dad kept an old photo in his sock drawer, of himself on muscle-beach, shirtless, flexing his biceps.


My grandmother saved every scrap of my mother's life in her basement, in dusty Army trunks. I entertained myself by pulling it out and taking it in: her Mouse Ears from the big family train-trip to Disneyland in '57, and her records, and the glittery pasteboard sign from her sweet sixteen. There were well-chewed stuffed animals, and school exercise books in which she'd practiced variations on her signature for page after page.


It all told a story. The penciled Kilroy in the tank made me see one of those Canadian soldiers in Korea, unshaven and crew-cut like an extra on MAS*H, sitting for bored hour after hour, staring at the pinup girls, fiddling with a crossword, finally laying it down and sketching his Kilroy quickly, before anyone saw.


The photo of my Dad posing sent me whirling through time to Toronto's Muscle Beach in the east end, and hearing the tinny AM radios playing weird psychedelic rock while teenagers lounged on their Mustangs and the girls sunbathed in bikinis that made their tits into torpedoes.


It all made poems. The old pulp novels and the pawn ticket, when I spread them out in front of the TV, and arranged them just so, they made up a poem that took my breath away.


#


After the cowboy trunk episode, I didn't run into Craphound again until the annual Rotary Club charity rummage sale at the Upper Canada Brewing Company. He was wearing the cowboy hat, sixguns and the silver star from the cowboy trunk. It should have looked ridiculous, but the net effect was naive and somehow charming, like he was a little boy whose hair you wanted to muss.


I found a box of nice old melamine dishes, in various shades of green — four square plates, bowls, salad-plates, and a serving tray. I threw them in the duffel-bag I'd brought and kept browsing, ignoring Craphound as he charmed a salty old Rotarian while fondling a box of leather-bound books.


I browsed a stack of old Ministry of Labour licenses — barber, chiropodist, bartender, watchmaker. They all had pretty seals and were framed in stark green institutional metal. They all had different names, but all from one family, and I made up a little story to entertain myself, about the proud mother saving her sons' accreditations and framing hanging them in the spare room with their diplomas. “Oh, George Junior's just opened his own barbershop, and little Jimmy's still fixing watches. . .”


I bought them.


In a box of crappy plastic Little Ponies and Barbies and Care Bears, I found a leather Indian headdress, a wooden bow-and-arrow set, and a fringed buckskin vest. Craphound was still buttering up the leather books' owner. I bought them quick, for five bucks.


“Those are beautiful,” a voice said at my elbow. I turned around and smiled at the snappy dresser who'd bought the uke at the Secret Boutique. He'd gone casual for the weekend, in an expensive, L.L. Bean button-down way.


“Aren't they, though.”


“You sell them on Queen Street? Your finds, I mean?”


“Sometimes. Sometimes at auction. How's the uke?”


“Oh, I got it all tuned up,” he said, and smiled the same smile he'd given me when he'd taken hold of it at Goodwill. “I can play 'Don't Fence Me In' on it.” He looked at his feet. “Silly, huh?”


“Not at all. You're into cowboy things, huh?” As I said it, I was overcome with the knowledge that this was “Billy the Kid,” the original owner of the cowboy trunk. I don't know why I felt that way, but I did, with utter certainty.


“Just trying to re-live a piece of my childhood, I guess. I'm Scott,” he said, extending his hand.


Scott? I thought wildly. Maybe it's his middle name? “I'm Jerry.”


The Upper Canada Brewery sale has many things going for it, including a beer garden where you can sample their wares and get a good BBQ burger. We gently gravitated to it, looking over the tables as we went.


“You're a pro, right?” he asked after we had plastic cups of beer.


“You could say that.”


“I'm an amateur. A rank amateur. Any words of wisdom?”


I laughed and drank some beer, lit a cigarette. “There's no secret to it, I think. Just diligence: you've got to go out every chance you get, or you'll miss the big score.”


He chuckled. “I hear that. Sometimes, I'll be sitting in my office, and I'll just know that they're putting out a piece of pure gold at the Goodwill and that someone else will get to it before my lunch. I get so wound up, I'm no good until I go down there and hunt for it. I guess I'm hooked, eh?”


“Cheaper than some other kinds of addictions.”


“I guess so. About that Indian stuff — what do you figure you'd get for it at a Queen Street boutique?”


I looked him in the eye. He may have been something high-powered and cool and collected in his natural environment, but just then, he was as eager and nervous as a kitchen-table poker-player at a high-stakes game.


“Maybe fifty bucks,” I said.


“Fifty, huh?” he asked.


“About that,” I said.


“Once it sold,” he said.


“There is that,” I said.


“Might take a month, might take a year,” he said.


“Might take a day,” I said.


“It might, it might.” He finished his beer. “I don't suppose you'd take forty?”


I'd paid five for it, not ten minutes before. It looked like it would fit Craphound, who, after all, was wearing Scott/Billy's own boyhood treasures as we spoke. You don't make a living by feeling guilty over eight hundred percent markups. Still, I'd angered the fates, and needed to redeem myself.


“Make it five,” I said.


He started to say something, then closed his mouth and gave me a look of thanks. He took a five out of his wallet and handed it to me. I pulled the vest and bow and headdress out my duffel.


He walked back to a shiny black Jeep with gold detail work, parked next to Craphound's van. Craphound was building onto the Lego body, and the hood had a miniature Lego town attached to it.


Craphound looked around as he passed, and leaned forward with undisguised interest at the booty. I grimaced and finished my beer.


#


I met Scott/Billy three times more at the Secret Boutique that week.


He was a lawyer, who specialised in alien-technology patents. He had a practice on Bay Street, with two partners, and despite his youth, he was the senior man.


I didn't let on that I knew about Billy the Kid and his mother in the East Muskoka Volunteer Fire Department Ladies' Auxiliary. But I felt a bond with him, as though we shared an unspoken secret. I pulled any cowboy finds for him, and he developed a pretty good eye for what I was after and returned the favour.


The fates were with me again, and no two ways about it. I took home a ratty old Oriental rug that on closer inspection was a 19th century hand-knotted Persian; an upholstered Turkish footstool; a collection of hand-painted silk Hawaiiana pillows and a carved Meerschaum pipe. Scott/Billy found the last for me, and it cost me two dollars. I knew a collector who would pay thirty in an eye-blink, and from then on, as far as I was concerned, Scott/Billy was a fellow craphound.


“You going to the auction tomorrow night?” I asked him at the checkout line.


“Wouldn't miss it,” he said. He'd barely been able to contain his excitement when I told him about the Thursday night auctions and the bargains to be had there. He sure had the bug.


“Want to get together for dinner beforehand? The Rotterdam's got a good patio.”


He did, and we did, and I had a glass of framboise that packed a hell of a kick and tasted like fizzy raspberry lemonade; and doorstopper fries and a club sandwich.


I had my nose in my glass when he kicked my ankle under the table. “Look at that!”


It was Craphound in his van, cruising for a parking spot. The Lego village had been joined by a whole postmodern spaceport on the roof, with a red-and-blue castle, a football-sized flying saucer, and a clown's head with blinking eyes.


I went back to my drink and tried to get my appetite back.


“Was that an extee driving?”


“Yeah. Used to be a friend of mine.”


“He's a picker?”


“Uh-huh.” I turned back to my fries and tried to kill the subject.


“Do you know how he made his stake?”


“The chlorophyll thing, in Saudi Arabia.”


“Sweet!” he said. “Very sweet. I've got a client who's got some secondary patents from that one. What's he go after?”


“Oh, pretty much everything,” I said, resigning myself to discussing the topic after all. “But lately, the same as you — cowboys and Injuns.”


He laughed and smacked his knee. “Well, what do you know? What could he possibly want with the stuff?”


“What do they want with any of it? He got started one day when we were cruising the Muskokas,” I said carefully, watching his face. “Found a trunk of old cowboy things at a rummage sale. East Muskoka Volunteer Fire Department Ladies' Auxiliary.” I waited for him to shout or startle. He didn't.


“Yeah? A good find, I guess. Wish I'd made it.”


I didn't know what to say to that, so I took a bite of my sandwich.


Scott continued. “I think about what they get out of it a lot. There's nothing we have here that they couldn't make for themselves. I mean, if they picked up and left today, we'd still be making sense of everything they gave us in a hundred years. You know, I just closed a deal for a biochemical computer that's no-shit 10,000 times faster than anything we've built out of silicon. You know what the extee took in trade? Title to a defunct fairground outside of Calgary — they shut it down ten years ago because the midway was too unsafe to ride. Doesn't that beat all? This thing is worth a billion dollars right out of the gate, I mean, within twenty-four hours of the deal closing, the seller can turn it into the GDP of Bolivia. For a crummy real-estate dog that you couldn't get five grand for!”


It always shocked me when Billy/Scott talked about his job — it was easy to forget that he was a high-powered lawyer when we were jawing and fooling around like old craphounds. I wondered if maybe he wasn't Billy the Kid; I couldn't think of any reason for him to be playing it all so close to his chest.


“What the hell is some extee going to do with a fairground?”


#


Craphound got a free Coke from Lisa at the check-in when he made his appearance. He bid high, but shrewdly, and never pulled ten-thousand-dollar stunts. The bidders were wandering the floor, previewing that week's stock, and making notes to themselves.


I rooted through a box-lot full of old tins, and found one with a buckaroo at the Calgary Stampede, riding a bucking bronc. I picked it up and stood to inspect it. Craphound was behind me.


“Nice piece, huh?” I said to him.


“I like it very much,” Craphound said, and I felt my cheeks flush.


“You're going to have some competition tonight, I think,” I said, and nodded at Scott/Billy. “I think he's Billy; the one whose mother sold us — you — the cowboy trunk.”


“Really?” Craphound said, and it felt like we were partners again, scoping out the competition. Suddenly I felt a knife of shame, like I was betraying Scott/Billy somehow. I took a step back.


“Jerry, I am very sorry that we argued.”


I sighed out a breath I hadn't known I was holding in. “Me, too.”


“They're starting the bidding. May I sit with you?”


And so the three of us sat together, and Craphound shook Scott/Billy's hand and the auctioneer started into his harangue.


It was a night for unusual occurrences. I bid on a piece, something I told myself I'd never do. It was a set of four matched Li'l Orphan Annie Ovaltine glasses, like Grandma's had been, and seeing them in the auctioneer's hand took me right back to her kitchen, and endless afternoons passed with my colouring books and weird old-lady hard candies and Liberace albums playing in the living room.


“Ten,” I said, opening the bidding.


“I got ten, ten,ten, I got ten, who'll say twenty, who'll say twenty, twenty for the four.”


Craphound waved his bidding card, and I jumped as if I'd been stung.


“I got twenty from the space cowboy, I got twenty, sir will you say thirty?”


I waved my card.


“That's thirty to you sir.”


“Forty,” Craphound said.


“Fifty,” I said even before the auctioneer could point back to me. An old pro, he settled back and let us do the work.


“One hundred,” Craphound said.


“One fifty,” I said.


The room was perfectly silent. I thought about my overextended MasterCard, and wondered if Scott/Billy would give me a loan.


“Two hundred,” Craphound said.


Fine, I thought. Pay two hundred for those. I can get a set on Queen Street for thirty bucks.


The auctioneer turned to me. “The bidding stands at two. Will you say two-ten, sir?”


I shook my head. The auctioneer paused a long moment, letting me sweat over the decision to bow out.


“I have two — do I have any other bids from the floor? Any other bids? Sold, $200, to number 57.” An attendant brought Craphound the glasses. He took them and tucked them under his seat.


#


I was fuming when we left. Craphound was at my elbow. I wanted to punch him — I'd never punched anyone in my life, but I wanted to punch him.


We entered the cool night air and I sucked in several lungfuls before lighting a cigarette.


“Jerry,” Craphound said.


I stopped, but didn't look at him. I watched the taxis pull in and out of the garage next door instead.


“Jerry, my friend,” Craphound said.


“What?” I said, loud enough to startle myself. Scott, beside me, jerked as well.


“We're going. I wanted to say goodbye, and to give you some things that I won't be taking with me.”


“What?” I said again, Scott just a beat behind me.


“My people — we're going. It has been decided. We've gotten what we came for.”


Without another word, he set off towards his van. We followed along behind, shell-shocked.


Craphound's exoskeleton executed another macro and slid the panel-door aside, revealing the cowboy trunk.


“I wanted to give you this. I will keep the glasses.”


“I don't understand,” I said.


“You're all leaving?” Scott asked, with a note of urgency.


“It has been decided. We'll go over the next twenty-four hours.”


“But why?” Scott said, sounding almost petulant.


“It's not something that I can easily explain. As you must know, the things we gave you were trinkets to us — almost worthless. We traded them for something that was almost worthless to you — a fair trade, you'll agree — but it's time to move on.”


Craphound handed me the cowboy trunk. Holding it, I smelled the lubricant from his exoskeleton and the smell of the attic it had been mummified in before making its way into his hands. I felt like I almost understood.


“This is for me,” I said slowly, and Craphound nodded encouragingly. “This is for me, and you're keeping the glasses. And I'll look at this and feel. . .”


“You understand,” Craphound said, looking somehow relieved.


And I did. I understood that an alien wearing a cowboy hat and sixguns and giving them away was a poem and a story, and a thirtyish bachelor trying to spend half a month's rent on four glasses so that he could remember his Grandma's kitchen was a story and a poem, and that the disused fairground outside Calgary was a story and a poem, too.


“You're craphounds!” I said. “All of you!”


Craphound smiled so I could see his gums and I put down the cowboy trunk and clapped my hands.


#


Scott recovered from his shock by spending the night at his office, crunching numbers talking on the phone, and generally getting while the getting was good. He had an edge — no one else knew that they were going.


He went pro later that week, opened a chi-chi boutique on Queen Street, and hired me on as chief picker and factum factotum.


Scott was not Billy the Kid. Just another Bay Street shyster with a cowboy jones. From the way they come down and spend, there must be a million of them.


Our draw in the window is a beautiful mannequin I found, straight out of the Fifties, a little boy we call The Beaver. He dresses in chaps and a Sheriff's badge and sixguns and a miniature Stetson and cowboy boots with worn spurs, and rests one foot on a beautiful miniature steamer trunk whose leather is worked with cowboy motifs.


He's not for sale at any price.


#doctorow
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[image: A man with a long beard walking outside]


A modern take on the myth of the Wandering Jew.



 

It was hours after the last official ceremony before Clifton could escape the crowd of planetlubbers with their babblings, their eligible daughters and their stupid self-admiration. They'd paid through the nose to get him here, and they meant to get their money's worth.


The exit led only to a little balcony, but it seemed to be deserted. He took a deep breath of the night air and his eyes moved unconsciously toward the stars.


Coming back to Earth had been a mistake, but he'd needed the money. Space Products Unlimited wanted a real deepspace hero to help celebrate its hundredth anniversary. He had just finished the Regulation of Rigel, so he'd been picked. Damn them and their silly speeches and awards—and damn Earth! What was one planet when there were a billion up there among the stars?


From the other side of a potted plant there was a soft sigh.


Clifton swung his head, then relaxed as he saw the other man was not looking at him. The eyes behind the dark glasses were directed toward the sky.


“Aldebaran, Sirius, Deneb, Alpha Centauri,” the voice whispered. It was a high-pitched voice with an odd accent, but there was the poetry of ancient yearning in it.


He was a small, shriveled old man. His shoulders were bent. A long beard and the dark glasses covered most of his face, but could not entirely conceal the deep wrinkles, even in the moonlight.


Clifton felt a sudden touch of pity and moved closer, without quite knowing why. “Didn't I see you on the platform?”


“Your memory is very good, Captain. I was awarded publicly—for fifty years of faithful service making space boots. Well, I was always a good cobbler, and perhaps my boots helped some men out there.” The old man's hand swept toward the stars, then fell back to grip the railing tightly. “They gave me a gold watch, though time means nothing to me. And a cheap world cruise ticket. As if there were any spot on this world I could still want to see.” He laughed harshly. “Forgive me if I sound bitter. But, you see, I've never been off Earth!”


Clifton stared at him incredulously. “But everyone—”


“Everyone but me,” the old man said. “Oh, I tried. I was utterly weary of Earth and I looked at the stars and dreamed. But I failed the early rigid physicals. Then, when things were easier, I tried again. A plague grounded the first ship. A strike delayed another. Then one exploded on the pad and only a few on board were saved. It was then I realized I was meant to wait here—here on Earth, and nowhere else. So I stayed, making space boots.”





Pity and impulse forced unexpected words to Clifton's lips. “I'm taking off for Rigel again in four hours, and there's a spare cabin on the Maryloo. You're coming with me.”


The old hand that gripped his arm was oddly gentle. “Bless you, Captain. But it would never work. I'm under orders to remain here.”


“Nobody can order a man grounded forever. You're coming with me if I have to drag you, Mr.—”


“Ahasuerus.”


The old man hesitated, as if expecting the name to mean something. Then he sighed and lifted his dark glasses.


Clifton met the other's gaze for less than a second. Then his own eyes dropped, though memory of what he had seen was already fading. He vaulted over the balcony railing and began running away from Ahasuerus, toward his ship and the unconfined reaches of space.


Behind him, the eternal wanderer tarried and waited.


#delrey
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In a world plagued by temporal upheaval and impending climate crisis, Marge will play an unexpected role.



 

One minute she'd been moving down Central Expressway at forty miles an hour and the next she was stopped, closed in by cars on all sides. I should have known better, she thought, than to take Central. No matter how late it is.


It was cold, of course, bitterly cold. The sky was clear blue in the last light of the sun. A voice on the radio went on and on about the weather crisis, comparing temperatures from April of last year, reciting endless statistics. He had no answers and Marge turned him off.


In the next car up, a little girl in a red party dress leaned halfway out her window. She pointed at the sky and shouted something at her mother. Just ahead another car door opened and a man in a sheepskin jacket and cowboy hat got out to stare at the sky as well.


Marge put the car in neutral and set the hand brake. She rolled her window down, wincing as the icy wind hit her eyes, and looked up. She saw an old-fashioned biplane move across the sky in broad loops and swirls. Skywriting, she realized. She didn't think they did that anymore.


BEWARE, it said.


I don't like this, she thought. With the weird shit she'd learned at the bank today, and the cold, and the traffic, this put her over her limit.


The plane finished a second word: INVADERS.


People up and down the stalled expressway got out of their cars to watch, collars turned against the wind. The plane started a new line with FROM and followed it with THE. Marge smelled the exhaust coming up through the floorboards. She turned her engine off and drummed her fingers on the dash. Finally the party broke up, people rubbing their arms, nodding to each other, getting back into their cars. Marge saw the plane fly off, leaving a completed message behind.


BEWARE INVADERS FROM THE FUTURE.


Probably, she thought, a publicity stunt for some stupid science fiction movie. She failed to convince herself. She wanted to be home, nestled in the couch with a drink in her hand.


It was another fifteen minutes before traffic moved again. Two of the three lanes were stalled, and as Marge finally began to inch forward she could see the reason. Nearly a dozen cars sat motionless in their lanes as the rest of the traffic wound slowly around them.


Accidents? she wondered. Out of gas? Then she saw that several of the cars were still running, thin plumes of smoke trickling from their exhaust pipes. There were no piles of broken glass, no raised hoods, no dented bumpers.


The cars were simply deserted.





On the fourth try Louis got through. He'd been calling every fifteen minutes since six o'clock, telling himself he wasn't worried, but still vastly relieved when Marge answered the phone.


“Have you been calling?” she asked.


“A couple times,” he lied.


“There was a humongous traffic jam on Central. Listen, you want to have dinner or something?”


“I thought that might be nice.”


“Why don't you just come over. We can do something here.”


“Fine. I'll be right over.”


Before he left the apartment he turned off the gas space heater and stood in front of it for a second or two, soaking up the last of its heat. About six-thirty he'd felt something hit him, a feeling of uneasiness that had left him weak and nauseated. Even now, knowing Marge was all right, the feeling still knotted up his stomach.


He drove to Marge's with the car heater on full blast. She answered the door in a terrycloth robe, her hair wrapped in a towel. “Why don't you get us some drinks?” she said. ''Jesus, what a day.”


By the time Louis had the whiskey poured she'd put on jeans and a sweater and sprawled back in her recliner. She wanted to be left alone, Louis knew, or she would have sat on the couch. He set a drink next to her hand and sat down across the room.


“So tell me about it,” he said.


“I don't know if I want to. It sounds crazy.”


“Try me.”


“Well...you know the bank has had me running credit checks. Mostly on snowbirds like you.”


“Snowbirds?”


“You know. Northerners who move down here because of the supposedly warmer weather. Anyway. This morning I had a whole batch to process and suddenly I notice, hey, there's only about four or five different banks listed as credit references here.”


Louis' stomach clenched hard enough to bring a taste of bile to his throat.


“So far,” Marge went on, “all I've been doing is pulling reports off the net. I mean, there's not really a problem or anything, all the credit ratings are fine, but this business with the banks is bothering me. So I call one of the banks, where I know they've still got handwritten records in the basement. And guess what?”


“What?”


“Nothing there. I mean there's records, but not on any of these folks. Nothing to back up the data on the net.“·


“Maybe they got rid of them?”


“Uh uh. No way. So I go to the boss with this and he just tells me to drop it. If the net says their credit's good, that's all he cares about.”


“Sounds reasonable.”


“Is it? What if somebody is ripping off the net? Shouldn't I like try to do something about it?”


“Hey. Relax. All you're going to do is piss your boss off and get yourself fired.”


“Yeah, maybe.” She finished off her drink and said, “You want to eat?”


“I...” A fist of nausea hit him. He blinked, and for a fraction of a second the apartment was gone. He had a fleeting impression of desolation, of cold, of rolling yellow-gray clouds. Then he was back in Marge's apartment, doubled up and gasping for breath.


“Louis?” Marge was out of her chair. “Are you okay?”


“Yeah,” he said. “Must have been those tacos at lunch.”


The couch was solid under his hand again, and his body felt all right. No tingling in the extremities, no signs of heart attack or stroke.


Then what was it? his mind screamed. What the hell just happened to me?





He lay awake long after Marge had curled into sleep.


The episode, whatever it was, had left him off balance, wide awake. What he'd been able to choke down of Marge's meat loaf lay in a cold lump in his stomach.


They hadn't made love. Marge cared for him, he knew, but there wasn't much physical to it. I must seem old to her, he thought, though to himself 49 seemed barely middle age. He had a bit of a paunch, his hair was gray at the sides and thin on top. Then again, Marge at 34 was hard and thin from years of dieting and Texas sun, her voice and her temper both a bit brittle. Nothing that special about either one of us, he thought, each of us hanging on because there's nowhere else to go.


It was just the weather that had him down, he told himself. The weather and the heartburn, or whatever it had been. He put an arm around Marge's waist and listened to the comforting rhythm of her breathing.





Marge coasted through the morning on autopilot. Something dark and formless had lurked in all her dreams. She'd woken up three or four times frightened and out of breath, unable to get back to sleep for as long as an hour at a time. Outside the office it was gray and bitterly cold, with more snow threatened by afternoon. April blizzards bring May...what? Mastodons, maybe, for a new ice age.


She was about to break for lunch when the phone rang, jarring her nerves so badly that she banged her knee under her desk. “Marge? This is Cathy, at First Bank in Albany. I talked to you yesterday? Well listen. I did some calling on my own. Trying to run down some of those addresses you gave me yesterday, from the net?”


“Yes?” Marge said, rubbing her knee.


“Well, none of the real estate agents listed have ever heard of those people. They aren't in any of the old phone books, either. It's like they never existed at all.”


“That's weird,” Marge said.


“Isn't it? I think it's kind of exciting. I bet it's the Mafia or something, you know? What do you think?”


“I don't know what to think,” Marge said.


“I'm going to keep checking. If I find anything else I'll let you know.”


“Okay,” Marge said. “But listen...be careful, will you?”


“Sure. Gotta go. 'Bye.”


Marge put the phone down. So, she thought. Somebody was tampering with the net. It happened—they caught one or two every year, usually siphoning money. This was different. Who was doing it? And why? Who were these people with no pasts? Where were they coming from?


From the future, her mind answered her. Beware.


She shook her head. Whoa. Don't go off the deep end, here.


But, she thought. What if the skywriting hadn't been a publicity stunt? What if somebody else was onto the same thing? She started again to leave for lunch, and then sat down again. A couple of phone calls. It couldn't hurt.


She picked an aircraft charter company out of the Yellow Pages, and they gave her the names of two companies that did skywriting in the Dallas area. She called the first one and got a tired female voice.


“Yes,” the woman said, ''we did it. No, I can't tell you what it means. We just did a job, you know?”


Marge panicked and forgot the cover story she'd made up. “Look, this is really important. I have to talk to whoever paid for that message. It's important. It's...life or death.”


The tone of the woman's voice changed. “Then maybe you better talk to the police, hon.”


“Why?”


“The guy that bought the ad was killed last night. The cops have been hanging around here all day. What did you say your name was?”


Marge hung up and reached for her terminal. Suppose, she thought. Suppose everything ties together?


ENTER SOCIAL SECURITY NUMBER.


She had seen Louis' number one day and memorized it, cursing herself as a nasty, prying bitch all the while. Let me be wrong, she thought, as she typed in the number and hit NEWLINE.


Louis' name appeared. CORRECT? (Y/N)


She hit the plus bar. The screen displayed fifteen lines of information. It was all there. First Bank of Albany, the lists of realtors, employers, and credit cards.


He was one of them.





Louis' phone rang at 4:17. “Louis?”


“That's right.”


The voice began to recite a short poem of nonsense syllables. Louis wanted to hang up, but he felt oddly compelled to listen. Then the voice stopped and the world melted away.


It was like the night before, but stronger. His stomach lurched. He dropped to his knees, still clutching the phone. The snow under him was stained with oilslicks and foaming puddles; a freezing wind went right through his clothes and skin.


“Are you still there, Louis?”


“Yes,” he gasped.


“Do you know who you are, now?”


“Yes.”


“Then you know what you have to do.” There was a silence, then the buzz of a dial tone.





When she got home, Louis was waiting for her. He sat in an armchair, holding a .22 target pistol. The barrel was lined up with her stomach. Marge felt a sick, scared bravado come over her.


“So it's real,” she said.


“Yes. I didn't know about it myself until this afternoon. Somebody called and said some kind of code phrase that brought my memories back.”


“And told you to kill me, because I know too much.”


“I'm supposed to do that, yes.”


He was pale, sweaty, and Marge could see the terror in his eyes. Otherwise he hadn't changed. He was the same, ordinary man she'd slept with, and felt sorry for, and wished she could fall in love with, and hadn't been able to.


“Are you going to? Kill me?” It surprised her that she could say it.


“No,” he said. He looked down at the gun, as if he didn't remember where it had come from. “I think it's too late, in any case.” He tossed the gun onto the sofa.


“You shouldn't throw guns around,” Marge said, wanting to scream with relief. “It's dangerous.”


“Dangerous,” he said. “We're being sucked back, you know. One at a time. The strain is too much.”


“What strain? Back where? Am I supposed to have this all figured out or something?” She sat down heavily on the couch.


“We come from...about a hundred years from now. I guess there's about a hundred thousand of us. We picked this time because it was the earliest when the net was in operation, so we wouldn't have to waste a lot of time building cover stories. And there's still another lifetime or so before things get bad.”


“Bad?”


“There's no energy left. No heat, no cars. The oceans are dead, the rain forests are gone, the ozone layer is shot. I don't know exactly how it happened, but the weather got stranger and stranger and then just...shifted. A hundred years from now most of North America is under six to a hundred feet of snow, and the glaciers are moving south.


“You think you can imagine it? Try to imagine not being able to bathe because there's no clean water, and if there was water you wouldn't be able to heat it, and if you could there wouldn't be anyplace warm enough to use it.”


“Am I supposed to feel sorry for you?” She shrugged. “I guess I do, in spite of myself.”


“It doesn't make any difference. I've held on this long, but I don't have much time left. Maybe an hour or two.”


“And then?”


“It's like inertia. If you don't change anything, it's not too hard to stay here. But the more improbable your being here becomes, the more likely you'll just—snap back.”


“And when people find out what you really are—or even suspect—that makes it worse, right? Like the skywriting yesterday. It snapped some of your people right out of their cars.”


Louis nodded. “I saw it in the paper this morning.”


“And the weather. Is that your fault too?”


“Yes. It's kind of ironic. The disturbance we made coming back here loused up your own climate. You know, people used to blame the migrating birds for bringing cold weather with them when they flew south. What was it you called us? Snowbirds?”


He stood up. “I'm going now. I can't fight it off much longer. I don't want to be here when it happens.”


“Louis...” She reached for him, stopped with her hand on his sleeve.


“You're not even going to remember me, you know. It may take you a day or two to forget, but you will. People who don't really know me, they'll forget right away.”


She felt bitter, used, betrayed. “Go on,” she said. “Get out of here.”


The door closed quietly and she heard his car pull out of the driveway.


“I won't forget,” she said.





He eased into the street, sharp points of pain dancing up and down his ribs. Goddammit! he thought. Goddammit to hell!


The road in front of him flickered, and the houses to either side strobed in and out. It was like watching a film that wasn't framed in the projector. The car ran smoothly enough but his stomach felt like he was on a Tilt-A-Whirl.


He saw a set of abandoned metal furniture on the lawn ahead of him, left out through the long winter and the endless freezing spring. Lawn furniture, he thought. Sweet Jesus!


He didn't want to go back. Damn that man and his skywriting, damn Marge and her nosiness, damn them all to a cold and airless hell. He wrenched the wheel and the car shot over the curb, skidding on the patches of snow and the damp yellow grass. He crashed through the metal table and chairs. Something tore loose under the car as he jammed the accelerator down. He swerved into a mailbox and clipped a white picket fence, then wrestled the car back onto the street, his anger spent.


By the time the car coasted to a stop at the end of the street, the driver's seat was empty.





Wanting lights and crowds and loud colors, Marge drove through the snow to Northpark. She window-shopped for a while, then stopped to rest at the fountain outside Neiman's, watching three grade-school kids slide down the tile sculpture.


“Hey,” she said. “Come here a minute.” They stopped and stared at her.


“It's okay,” she said. “I just want to show you something.”


One of them, a little older looking than the others, sauntered over.


“You want to see something neat?” she said. “See that man over there?” She pointed to a middle-aged man who reminded her of Louis (Louis who? What was his last name?), well-dressed, bundled in an overcoat and scarf. “Go up to him and ask him something for me.”


“Ask him what?”


“Ask him, 'Are you from the future?' Then see what happens.”


“You're crazy.”


“Think so? Try it and see.”


The boy laughed and ran away. She watched him tell his friends what she'd said. They argued back and forth, then the smallest of them went up to the man in the overcoat.


Marge found herself holding her breath.


The boy tugged at the man's trouser leg. He had to bend over to listen. The boy pointed to Marge and asked him something, and for a moment the man's eyes seemed to glow with a fierce hostility.


Marge blinked.


Hadn't that little boy just been talking to an older man?


She shook her head. I've been working too hard, she thought. I need to forget all this nonsense I've been worrying about (what nonsense?) and get some rest.


As she got up, three little boys, laughing wildly, ran past her, asking a question of everyone they saw.


Marge pushed open the heavy glass door of the mall and stepped out into a warm April mist.


#shiner
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Misha Burnett has little formal education, but has been writing poetry and fiction for around forty years. During this time he has supported himself and his family with a variety of jobs, including locksmith, cab driver, and building maintenance. His first four novels, Catskinner's Book, Cannibal Hearts, The Worms Of Heaven, and Gingerbread Wolves comprise a series, collectively known as The Book Of Lost Doors. More information about upcoming projects can be found at https://mishaburnett.wordpress.com/



1) According to you and apart from the number of words, what is the main difference between a short story and a novel?


I think that word count divisions are arbitrary, largely determined by the economics of printing. Ideally, a story should be as long as it takes to tell it, whether that's 5,000 words or 500,000. In practical terms, there are pressures on authors to write stories of a certain word count. There are a lot of novels that would have been good short stories but have been bulked out by tens of thousands of words of padding. My own sweet spot tends to be between 10,000 and 20,000 words, which many folks consider to be too long for a short story, but is far too short for a novel.


2) What's your favorite short story?


That's a tough one. Probably Bradbury. At this exact moment I would probably say, “There Will Come Soft Rains”. Ask me again tomorrow and it might be “The Veldt” or “Usher II”.


3) What's your favorite short story written by you?


Another tough question. I think I'll go with “She That Was So Proud And Wild” from my collection Dark Fantasies. I wanted to sketch out a world similar to ours, but containing fantastic elements, and in this world I set a thorny ethical problem, and I tried to do both of those things without a mass of exposition or preaching. I think I managed it. But, like the question above, if you ask me tomorrow I'll probably say something different.


4) The descriptions of your characters and their mentality are striking. Sometimes we recognize ourselves in a particular reaction (not necessarily a glorious one). Where do you get this ability to describe reality?


I paint what I see. I think it's important for a writer of fiction to be able to extrapolate from life experience. You can't know what it feels like to be attacked by a dragon, but you probably do know what it feels like to be an automobile accident, so use that. The caveat is that you have to be honest—there is always a temptation to describe what you think you should have been feeling, or to make it more like a movie. Introspection is vital for a fiction writer.


5) Modern SF is often characterized by a bleak view of human nature. In your work, the theme of redemption is prevalent and a certain optimism reigns. Can you tell us more about this?


Fiction is a vicarious activity. As readers, we experience things that didn't really happen, and do things that we didn't actually do. I read for pleasure, which means that I want to finish a book thinking, “If those things had happened to me and I reacted in the way that those characters reacted, I would feel good about myself.” So that's what I want to supply to my readers.


In addition, I think it's more realistic. Most people are decent, most of the time. At least in my experience, and I have met a lot of people in my life.


6) Your stories are real page-turners. Could you describe your writing process?


Primitive. I start at the beginning, go on to the end, then stop. I don't do drafts, I don't do outlines, I seldom rewrite anything. With very few exceptions, what you see on the page is exactly what I typed the first time. Lots of authors tell me that no one can write this way, that nothing that hasn't been rewritten a dozen times will ever sell, but I do okay with my method.


#burnett
#shortinterviews
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“Today Triton joins the community of habitable worlds, following in the footsteps of Europa and Titan and Ganymede, mighty Mars, and that big blue one, you know, third rock from the bright light.”


The project director paused for polite laughter from the crowd. There were maybe three hundred of us standing in Cargo Park, all who could arrange to be here. The rest of the colony would be watching from their duty stations.


My face itched and I tried to work a finger discretely under my breathing mask to scratch. I wasn't used to wearing a mask—personally I hadn't needed one on the surface for months.


Today, though, called for a grand gesture—a crowd of citizens receiving the official word that masks were no longer required and stripping them all off in unison.


One of my business partners hissed at me to be still and I dropped my hand. They were Europans, come to use their agricultural skills to stake a claim on a new world. They were all too young to have taken part in their home world's O2 day, and were taking this one very seriously.


Dutifully I dropped my hand. It was hard to do anything discretely when you were a head taller than everyone else. I just hoped that the speech would be over soon.


“We have faced unique challenges in taming this world—a world that some speculate may not even have originated in our solar system—”


Oh, no, I thought. If he starts in on the Captured Exoplanet Controversy we'll be here all day.


But he didn't.


“Unique challenges, but also unique rewards. For decades the Outer Worlds have suffered from a shortage of usable water.” A pause. “A shortage that will soon be a thing of the past, thanks to the brave client-workers of our Ming Fields.”


There was a ragged cheer from the side of the park where a group of those workers congregated. Being ice miners, they were undoubtedly already drunk.


The project director gave a nod to acknowledge their contribution then continued.


“One last personal note, and then I'll turn this over to the DAM. As you all know, I was hired as project director by the Office of Triton Resource Management. It has been an honor and privilege to serve in this role, following the blueprints laid down by the late Davidson Eando. Today, my work here is done.”


There was a scattering of applause that quickly grew into a standing—well, most of us were already standing—ovation. I joined in enthusiastically. I had worked directly for the OTRM on  Psamathe for seven years, and everyone I knew had respected the project director as an able administrator and a cool head in a crisis.


He raised his hands for quiet and the applause died down. “I have been asked my plans for the future, and I have to admit that at the moment I don't have any. I'm just looking forward to being able to silence my phone for the first time in twenty-six years.”


More laughter, and the applause threatened to return, but he raised his voice and spoke quickly.


“Now, without further ado, Director Flivver of the Department of Atmospheric Management.”


He stepped away from the podium smoothly and ushered Annise Flivver into his place. The applause became a welcome for her and she bowed gratefully.


“Thank you all,” she said. Then she turned and gestured to a large screen behind her which blinked into life. The atmospheric stats appeared, first in red, then yellow, then turning green.


“Looks good to me,” she said, and pulled off her breathing mask. She took a deep breath and smiled.


“Yeah, that works.”


That, at last, was our signal. As one, we pulled off our masks and cheered. Many people tossed their masks in the air—I didn't, being careless with safety equipment was just stupid. But I respected the gesture, even as I stowed my own mask neatly away in my belt pouch.


My partners—Evan, Gerard, and Peter Delry—joined in the celebration for what they felt was an appropriate length of time, then started setting up our booth. We weren't here just to cheer the official announcement, we had wine to sell.


I set up the display while they unfolded the table and opened cases. I watched the masks drifting around in the air above the park uneasily. Even in Triton's .08g they had enough mass to injure me if they came down on my head.


Delry Orchards & Vintners bloomed into light above the brothers' table. I was a silent partner. Originally it was a strictly financial arrangement; I was looking for a conservative investment for my back pay at the same time they were looking for funding to expand. It turned out, though, that I rather liked gardening. I purchased an exoskeleton that allowed me to do the work of an ordinary man. It wasn't like the armored life support unit that I'd worn on the Psamathe surface, just a framework to support my brittle bones with motors to supplement my feeble musculature.


I wasn't wearing it now. I didn't need it all the time. I'd learn to enjoy long walks around the chain of artificial islands that composed Grissom City. The city's thermal bubble kept the air a constant comfortable temperature and my physiotherapist said I was gaining muscle mass at a healthy rate.


Still, the Delry boys refused to allow me to lift anything heavier than one of our sample bulbs without my skeleton on, so I stood awkwardly and handed out bulbs and fliers while they did the shifting of cases.


The crowd was about equally split between administrators from the city and workers from the outlying areas. Today they were mixing cordially, the recent political troubles forgotten, or at least pushed aside, in deference to the the spirit of our combined triumph. We'd done it, we'd taken an airless ball of dry ice and built a world where human beings could live and—we hoped—prosper. We could argue about how much was done by whom and who had earned the right to guide our future later.


Probably starting next week, I thought. Oh, well.


The Greens vs the Grays seemed to me as vacuous as the Exoplanet vs the Catastrophe theory. I was a registered citizen and I voted in the general elections, but I didn't really care that much who was in charge as long as they left me alone. The whole show was run from Ganymede anyway.


On O2 Day, though, we could forget all that and just be Tritonians together. I saw a lot Triton flags—crossed trident and sheaf of wheat against the pale blue circle of Neptune. People had dug their old access cards out of the back of junk drawers and wore them on lanyards around their necks, evidence that the wearer had lived in Old Dome. I was wearing my old Traffic Control Administration badge, although I didn't expect anyone to know what it was.


The Delry brothers had a display on the table showing the total biomass of their orchard and a running total of the free oxygen released since they'd started production. People stopped to glance at it, but they were more interested in the apple and cherry wine. I was handing out bulbs as fast as the brothers could open the boxes. At this rate we'd run out before they dimmed the streetlights.


Then the green girl came running through the crowd, laughing, and jumped straight at me.


I panic and ducked back, started to fall, caught myself on the edge of the table, then slipped and dropped the rest of the way to the ground.


Evan and Gerard rushed to me, telling me not to move, that they would call emergency services, but I waved them off.


“Give me a minute,” I said. Once I caught my breath I got back to my feet, smiling at the boys to let them know I was okay. Nothing broken. Well, I was pretty sure nothing was broken. I hadn't hit the ground hard, I'd just been startled.


“What were you thinking?” Peter demanded angrily. “You could have killed him!”


The green girl just laughed. “I couldn't hurt him,” she insisted. “I'm not even here.”


She'd been just a blur coming out of the crowd before, but now I got a good look at her. She was short and solid, built to planetary scale. Her green skin, I saw, was makeup of some kind.


And she stood hip deep in the table. I stared. She looked perfectly solid, but was cut neatly in half by the table. I ducked to look under it. Nothing.


Evan handed me my orange cane with a meaningful glare at the green girl. She looked at me leaning on my cane with a puzzled expression.


“He has EOI,” Gerard said angrily. “A fall could kill him.”


I sighed. That was very unlikely in Triton's gravity. Sure, my bones could break easily, but that wasn't fatal in most cases.


She still looked confused.


“Environmental osteogenesis imperfecta,” I explained. “My bones are brittle.” I looked over at the boys. “I'm okay, though. I was just startled.”


“Oh,” she said, suddenly sounding contrite. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt anybody. I was just having fun.”


“No harm done,” I said, waving away Gerard and Evan. Their concern is touching, but sometimes they treat me like an infant.


“So...” I asked, turning back to the green girl. “If you're not here, where are you?”


“At the moment,” she said and then rattled off a series of numbers that meant nothing to me. She saw my confused expression and clarified, “I'm running a deep bore in the upper mantel, looking for iron.”


“And this?” I asked, waving at her body rising out of my table.


She reached up in an odd gesture and vanished. In her place was a drone the size of my hand, studded with a holographic array.


I nodded at it. “Pleased to meet you.”


The drone slid sideways silently and she reappeared around it, standing beside the table now. “I'm Maia.”


“Bobby,” I said, extending a hand.


She laughed and reached out her hand to meet it. There was, of course, no feel of contact.


“I feel bad about scaring you like that,” she said. “Can I buy you a drink?”


I frowned. “Can you?” I asked. “Since you're not here?”


“Of course I can,” she said. “the drone's linked to my ID, isn't it?”


That made sense. I looked over at the Delry brothers. Gerard shrugged. Evan waved me to go with her.


I shook my cane to extend it fully and the LEDs brightened. “Okay,” I said. “Let's go.”


There were more people in the park than I had ever seen in one place before, so I moved slowly and carefully. Usually my height and my orange cane was enough to get people to give me room, but the crowd made me nervous.


Maia, on the other hand seemed perfectly at ease, smiling and waving to everyone. The illusion was excellent and I doubted that many people could tell she was a drone projection. She didn't try any tricks like running through people when I was with her.


“So, what's with the green skin paint?” I asked.


“I'm a Martian,” she said, which I had already guessed.


“But shouldn't you be red?”


She gave me a quizzical look. “Haven't you ever heard of little green men?”


“No.”


A laugh. “Well, a long, long time ago, before anybody had been to Mars, people used to make up stories about what they thought they would find there, and they came up the idea of 'little green men' on Mars.”


I nodded. “So you're a little green woman.”


She twirled, showing off her body paint. She was wearing shorts and a top that left most of her skin exposed.


“Very nice,” I observed.


She turned back to me a smiled. “Let's get something extravagant,” she said. “What's the most expensive place in Grissom City?”


I thought about it. This was a working city, we didn't have many high rollers. “Not sure. Probably somewhere in the Admin Bloc.”


“No,” she said seriously. “Not the suits. Not a tourist spot, either.”


That made me laugh. “We don't any tourist spots. We don't have any tourists.”


“Guess not.”


“You don't know Triton very well, do you?”


“I haven't seen much except the inside of a drill. That's why I spent half my wages on this drone.”


“Well, let me show you.”


We ended up taking the greenway around the city—my usual walk. I played tour guide, pointing out the vents where the fusion plants pumped ionized steam into the atmosphere to create the thermal shield.


“We still don't know how deep the ice sheets are,” I told her, then broke off, considering. If she was running a boring drill...


She nodded. “Yeah, that's what I'm doing here—mapping the mantel. The latest projections are that you'll be about three miles deep world-wide once this is all melted.”


I paused and tried to visualize it. “That's a lot of water.”


She laughed. “Puts our little ice caps to shame, all right.”


We looked out over the stretch of the First Sea, our little patch of liquid water in an continent sized ice shelf. The heat that Grissom City generated was spreading across the globe. The Equatorial reactor was nearly operational, and construction had been started on Polar North. Plans called for six altogether. I might live to see them all operational.


“Building worlds is a calling for the patient,” I quoted softly. Then a thought struck me. “Are you staying? Immigrating? Or will you go back to Mars when your contract is up?”


“Haven't decided yet,” she said. “I've got five months more in the drill. Then I'll take some time off and see the surface.”


“I can show you my orchards,” I said. “I mean, you can visit while you're still—” I gestured to her midsection where the drone projected her image, “—not here.”


She smiled. “That would be lovely.”


I smiled back.


“But now I should get some sleep before my shift tomorrow, and I need to charge the drone.”


I got out my mobile and offered her the link to my contact information. She didn't do anything obvious, but a moment later I got the notification that her drone had accepted the contact.


“Thanks, I'll be in touch,” she said. She bent over, giggling, and pressed her insubstantial lips to the side of my face. That close I could see the striations on the projection.


Then she vanished. The tiny drone floated up and began making its way back to the cluster of buildings on Center Island to find a public charger.


#burnett





Copyright 2023 Misha Burnett


NB: although “O2 Day” works as a stand-alone story, it is a sequel to “Fragile” from Misha Burnett's newest collection, Small Worlds.




  
    In the Abyss (1896) - H. G. Wells
    

  
  
In the Abyss (1896) – H. G. Wells


[image: a spheric device in deep waters]


Using a spherical device, an explorer sinks to the seabed. What will he find?



 

THE LIEUTENANT stood in front of the steel sphere and gnawed a piece of pine splinter. “What do you think of it, Steevens?” he said.


“It’s an idea,” said Steevens, in the tone of one who keeps an open mind.


“I believe it will smash—flat,” said the lieutenant.


“He seems to have calculated it all out pretty well,” said Steevens, still impartial.


“But think of the pressure,” said the lieutenant. “At the surface of the water it’s fourteen pounds to the inch, thirty feet down it’s double that; sixty, treble; ninety, four times; nine hundred, forty times; five thousand, three hundred—that’s a mile—it’s two hundred and forty times fourteen pounds; that’s—let’s see—thirty hundredweight—a ton and a half, Steevens; a ton and a half to the square inch. And the ocean where he’s going is five miles deep. That’s seven and a half—”


“Sounds a lot,” said Steevens, “but it’s jolly thick steel.”


The lieutenant made no answer, but resumed his pine splinter. The object of their conversation was a huge ball of steel, having an exterior diameter of perhaps nine feet. It looked like the shot for some Titanic piece of artillery. It was elaborately nested in a monstrous scaffolding built into the framework of the vessel, and the gigantic spars that were presently to sling it overboard gave the stern of the ship an appearance that had raised the curiosity of every decent sailor who had sighted it, from the Pool of London to the Tropic of Capricorn. In two places, one above the other, the steel gave place to a couple of circular windows of enormously thick glass, and one of these, set in steel frame of great solidity, was now partially unscrewed. Both the men had seen the interior of this globe for the first time that morning. It was elaborately padded with air cushions, with little studs sunk between bulging pillows to work the simple mechanism of the affair. Everything was elaborately padded, even the Myers apparatus which was to absorb carbonic acid and replace the oxygen inspired by its tenant, when he had crept in by the glass manhole, and had been screwed in. It was so elaborately padded that a man might have been fired from a gun in it with perfect safety. And it had need to be, for presently a man was to crawl in through that glass manhole, to be screwed up tightly, and to be flung overboard, and to sink down—down—down, for five miles, even as the lieutenant said. It had taken the strongest hold of his imagination; it made him a bore at mess; and he found Steevens the new arrival aboard, a godsend to talk to about it, over and over again.


“It’s my opinion,” said the lieutenant, “that, that glass will simply bend in and bulge and smash, under a pressure of that sort. Daubrée has made rocks run like water under big pressures—and you mark my words—”


“If the glass did break in,” said Steevens, “what then?”


“The water would shoot in like a jet of iron. Have you ever felt a straight jet of high pressure water? It would hit as hard as a bullet. It would simply smash him and flatten him. It would tear down his throat, and into his lungs; it would blow in his ears—”


“What a detailed imagination you have!” protested Steevens, who saw things vividly.


“It’s a simple statement of the inevitable,” said the lieutenant.


“And the globe?”


“Would just give out a few little bubbles, and it would settle down comfortably against the Day of Judgment, among the oozes and the bottom clay—with poor Elstead spread over his own smashed cushions like butter over bread.”


He repeated this sentence as though he liked it very much. “Like butter over bread,” he said.


“Having a look at the jigger?” said a voice, and Elstead stood behind them, spick and span in white, with a cigarette between his teeth, and his eyes smiling out of the shadow of his ample hat-brim. “What’s that about bread and butter, Weybridge? Grumbling as usual about the insufficient pay of naval officers? It won’t be more than a day now before I start. We are to get the slings ready to-day. This clean sky and gentle swell is just the kind of thing for swinging off a dozen tons of lead and iron, isn’t it?”


“It won’t affect you much,” said Weybridge.


“No. Seventy or eighty feet down, and I shall be there in a dozen seconds, there’s not a particle moving, though the wind shriek itself hoarse up above, and the water lifts halfway to the clouds. No. Down there—” He moved to the side of the ship and the other two followed him. All three leant forward on their elbows and stared down into the yellow-green water.


“Peace,” said Elstead, finishing his thought aloud.


“Are you dead certain that clockwork will act?” asked Weybridge presently.


“It has worked thirty-five times,” said Elstead. “It’s bound to work.”


“But if it doesn’t?”


“Why shouldn’t it?”


“I wouldn’t go down in that confounded thing,” said Weybridge, “for twenty thousand pounds.”


“Cheerful chap you are,” said Elstead, and spat sociably at a bubble below.


“I don’t understand yet how you mean to work the thing,” said Steevens.


“In the first place, I’m screwed into the sphere,” said Elstead, “and when I’ve turned the electric light off on three times to show I’m cheerful, I’m swung out over the stern by that crane, with all those big lead sinkers slung below me. The top lead weight has a roller carrying a hundred fathoms of strong cord rolled up, and that’s all that joins the sinkers to the sphere, except the slings that will be cut when the affair is dropped. We use cord rather than wire rope because it’s easier to cut and more buoyant—necessary points, as you will see.


“Through each of these lead weights you notice there is a hole, and an iron rod will be run through that and will project six feet on the lower side. If that rod is rammed up from below, it knocks up a lever and sets the clockwork in motion at the side of the cylinder on which the cord winds.


“Very well. The whole affair is lowered gently into the water, and the slings are cut. The sphere floats—, with the air in it, it’s lighter than water—, but the lead weights go down straight and the cord runs out. When the cord is all paid out, the sphere will go down too, pulled down by the cord.”


“But why the cord?” asked Steevens. “Why not fasten the weights directly to the sphere?”


“Because of the smash down below. The whole affair will go rushing down, mile after mile, at a headlong pace at last. It would be knocked to pieces on the bottom if it wasn’t for that cord. But the weights will hit the bottom, and directly they do, the buoyancy of the sphere will come into play. It will go on sinking slower and slower; come to stop at last, and then begin to float upward again.


“That’s where the clockwork comes in. Directly the weights smash against the sea bottom, the rod will be knocked through and will kick up the clockwork, and the cord will be rewound on the reel. I shall be lugged down to the sea bottom. There I shall stay for half an hour, with the electric light on, looking about me. Then the clockwork will release a spring knife, the cord will be cut, and up I shall rush again, like a soda-water bubble. The cord itself will help the flotation.”


“And if you should chance to hit a ship?” said Weybridge.


“I should come up at such a pace, I should go clean through it,” said Elstead, “like a cannon ball. You needn’t worry about that.”


“And suppose some nimble crustacean should wriggle into your clockwork—”


“It would be a pressing sort of invitation for me to stop,” said Elstead, turning his back on the water and staring at the sphere.





 They had swung Elstead overboard by eleven o’clock. The day was serenely bright and calm, with the horizon lost in haze. The electric glare in the little upper compartment beamed cheerfully three times. Then they let him down slowly to the surface of the water, and a sailor in the stern chains hung ready to cut the tackle that held the lead weights and the sphere together. The globe, which had looked so large on deck, looked the smallest thing conceivable under the stern of the ship. It rolled a little, and its two dark windows, which floated uppermost, seemed like eyes turned up in round wonderment at the people who crowded the rail. A voice wondered how Elstead liked the rolling. “Are you ready?” sang out the commander. “Ay, ay, sir!” “Then let her go!”


The rope of the tackle tightened against the blade and was cut, and an eddy rolled over the globe in a grotesquely helpless fashion. Someone waved a handkerchief, someone else tried an ineffectual cheer, a middy was counting slowly, “Eight, nine, ten!” Another roll, then a jerk and a splash the thing righted itself.


It seemed to be stationary for a moment, to grow rapidly smaller, and then the water closed over it, and it became visible, enlarged by refraction and dimmer, below the surface. Before one could count three it had disappeared. There was a flicker of white light far down in the water, that diminished to a speck and vanished. Then there was nothing but a depth of water going down into blackness, through which a shark was swimming.


Then suddenly the screw of the cruiser began to rotate, the water was crickled, the shark disappeared in a wrinkled confusion, and a torrent of foam rushed across the crystalline clearness that had swallowed up Elstead. “What’s the idea?” said one A.B. to another.


“We’re going to lay off about a couple of miles, ‘fear he should hit us when he comes up,” said his mate.


The ship steamed slowly to her new position. Aboard her almost everyone who was unoccupied remained watching the breathing swell into which the sphere had sunk. For the next half-hour it is doubtful if a word was spoken that did not bear directly or indirectly on Elstead. The December sun was now high in the sky, and the heat very considerable.


“He’ll be cold enough down there,” said Weybridge. “They say that below a certain depth sea water’s always just about freezing.”


“Where’ll he come up?” asked Steevens. “I’ve lost my bearings.”


“That’s the spot,” said the commander, who prided himself on his omniscience. He extended a precise finger south-eastward. “And this, I reckon, is pretty nearly the moment,” he said. “He’s been thirty-five minutes.”


“How long dose it take to reach the bottom of the ocean?” asked Steevens.


“For a depth of five miles, and reckoning—as we did—an acceleration of two feet per second, both ways, is just about three-quarters of a minute.”


“Then he’s overdue,” said Weybridge.


“Pretty nearly,” said the commander. “I suppose it takes a few minutes for that cord of his to wind in.”


“I forgot that,” said Weybridge, evidently relieved.


And then began the suspense. A minute slowly dragged itself out, and no sphere shot out of the water. Another followed, and nothing broke the low oily swell. The sailors explained to one another that little point about the winding-in of the cord. The rigging was dotted with expectant faces. “Come up, Elstead!” called one hairy-chested salt impatiently, and the others caught it up, and shouted as though they were waiting for the curtain of a theatre to rise.


The commander glanced irritably at them.


“Of course, if the acceleration’s less than two,” he said, “he’ll be all the longer. We aren’t absolutely certain that was the proper figure. I’m no slavish believer in calculations.”


Steevens agreed concisely. No one on the quarter-deck spoke for a couple of minutes. Then Steevens’ watchcase clicked.


When, twenty-one minutes after the sun reached the zenith, they were still waiting for the globe to reappear, and not a man aboard had dared to whisper that hope was dead. It was Weybridge who first gave expression to that realisation. He spoke while the sound of eight bells still hung in the air. “I always distrusted that window,” he said quite suddenly to Steevens.


“Good God!” said Steevens; “you don’t think—?”


“Well!” said Weybridge, and left the rest to his imagination.


“I’m no great believer in calculations myself,” said the commander dubiously, “so that I’m not altogether hopeless yet.” And at midnight the gunboat was steaming slowly in a spiral round the spot where the globe had sunk, and the white beam of the electric light fled and halted and swept discontentedly onward again over the waste of phosphorescent waters under the little stars.


“If his window hasn’t burst and smashed him,” said Weybridge, “then it’s a cursed sight worse, for his clockwork has gone wrong, and he’s alive now, five miles under our feet, down there in the cold and dark, anchored in that little bubble of his, where never a ray of light has shone or a human being lived, since the waters were gathered together. He’s there without food, feeling hungry and thirsty and scared, wondering whether he’ll starve or stifle. Which will it be? The Myers apparatus is running out, I suppose. How long do they last?”


“Good heavens!” he exclaimed; “What little things we are! What daring little devils! Down there, miles and miles of water—all water, and all this empty water about us and this sky. Gulfs!” He threw his hands out, and as he did so, a little white streak swept noiselessly up the sky, travelled more slowly, stopped, became a motionless dot, as though a new star had fallen up into the sky. Then it went sliding back again and lost itself amidst the reflections of the stars and the white haze of the sea’s phosphorescence.


At the sight he stopped, arm extended and mouth open. He shut his mouth, opened it again, and waved his arms with an impatient gesture. Then he turned, shouted “El-stead ahoy!” to the first watch, and went at a run to Lindley and the search-light. “I saw him,” he said “Starboard there! His light’s on, and he’s just shot out of the water. Bring the light round. We ought to see him drifting, when he lifts on the swell.”


But they never picked up the explorer until dawn. Then they almost ran him down. The crane was swung out and a boat’s crew hooked the chain to the sphere. When they had shipped the sphere, they unscrewed the manhole and peered into the darkness of the interior (for the electric light chamber was intended to illuminate the water about the sphere, and was shut off entirely from its general cavity).


The air was very hot within the cavity, and the indiarubber at the lip of the manhole was soft. There was no answer to their eager questions and no sound of movement within. Elstead seemed to be lying motionless, crumpled in the bottom of the globe. The ship’s doctor crawled in and lifted him out to the men outside. For a moment or so they did not know whether Elstead was alive or dead. His face, in the yellow light of the ship’s lamps, glistened with perspiration. They carried him down to his own cabin.


He was not dead, they found, but in a state of absolute nervous collapse, and besides cruelly bruised. For some days he had to lie perfectly still. It was a week before he could tell his experiences.


Almost his first words were that he was going down again. The sphere would have to be altered, he said, in order to allow him to throw off the cord if need be, and that was all. He had, had the most marvellous experience. “You thought I should find nothing but ooze,” he said. “You laughed at my explorations, and I’ve discovered a new world!” He told his story in disconnected fragments, and chiefly from the wrong end, so that it is impossible to re-tell it in his words. But what follows is the narrative of his experience.


It began atrociously, he said. Before the cord ran out, the thing kept rolling over. He felt like a frog in a football. He could see nothing but the crane and the sky overhead, with an occasional glimpse of people on the ships rail. He couldn’t tell a bit which way the thing would roll next. Suddenly he would find his footing going up, and try to step, and over he went rolling, head over heels, and just anyhow, on the padding. Any other shape would have been more comfortable, but no other shape was to be relied upon under the huge pressure of the nethermost abyss.


Suddenly the swaying ceased; the globe righted, and when he had picked himself up, he saw the water all about him greeny-blue, with an attenuated light filtering down from above, and a shoal of little floating things went rushing up past him, as it seemed to him, towards the light. And even as he looked, it grew darker and darker, until the water above was as dark as the midnight sky, albeit of greener shade, and the water below black. And little transparent things in the water developed a faint glint of luminosity, and shot past him in faint greenish streaks.


And the feeling of falling! It was just like the start of a lift, he said, only it kept on. One has to imagine what that means, that keeping on. It was then of all times that Elstead repented of his adventure. He saw the chances against him in an altogether new light. He thought of the big cuttle-fish people knew to exist in the middle waters, the kind of things they find half digested in whales at times, or floating dead and rotten and half eaten by fish. Suppose one caught hold and wouldn’t let go. And had the clockwork really been sufficiently tested? But whether he wanted to go on or go back mattered not the slightest now.


In fifty seconds everything was as black as night outside, except where the beam from his light struck through the waters, and picked out every now and then some fish or scrap of sinking matter. They flashed by too fast for him to see what they were. Once he thinks he passed a shark. And then the sphere began to get hot by friction against the water. They had underestimated this, it seems.


The first thing he noticed was that he was perspiring, and then he heard a hissing growing louder under his feet, and saw a lot of little bubbles—very little bubbles they were—rushing upward like a fan through the water outside. Steam! He felt the window, and it was hot. He turned on the minute glow-lamp that lit his own cavity, looked at the padded watch by the studs, and saw he had been travelling now for two minutes. It came into his head that the window would crack through the conflict of temperatures, for he knew the bottom water is very near freezing.


Then suddenly the floor of the sphere seemed to press against his feet, the rush of bubbles outside grew slower and slower, and the hissing diminished. The sphere rolled a little. The window had not cracked, nothing had given, and he knew that the dangers of sinking, at any rate, were over.


In another minute or so he would be on the floor of the abyss. He thought, he said, of Steevens and Weybridge and the rest of them five miles overhead, higher to him than the highest clouds that ever floated over land are to us, steaming slowly and staring down and wondering what had happened to him.


He peered out of the window. There were no more bubbles now, and the hissing had stopped. Outside there was a heavy blackness—as black as black velvet—except where the electric light pierced the empty water and showed the colour of it—a yellow-green. Then three things like shapes of fire swam into sight, following each other through the water. Whether they were little and near or big and far off he could not tell.


Each was outlined in a bluish light almost as bright as the lights of a fishing smack, a light which seemed to be smoking greatly, and all along the sides of them were specks of this, like the lighter portholes of a ship. Their phosphorescence seemed to go out as they came into the radiance of his lamp, and he saw then that they were little fish of some strange sort, with huge heads, vast eyes, and dwindling bodies and tails. Their eyes were turned towards him, and he judged they were following him down. He supposed they were attracted by his glare.


Presently others of the same sort joined them. As he went on down, he noticed that the water became of a pallid colour, and that little specks twinkled in his ray like motes in a sunbeam. This was probably due to the clouds of ooze and mud that the impact of his leaden sinkers had disturbed.


By the time he was drawn down to the lead weights he was in a dense fog of white that his electric light failed altogether to pierce for more than a few yards, and many minutes elapsed before the hanging sheets of sediment subsided to any extent. Then, lit by his light and by the transient phosphorescence of a distant shoal of fishes, he was able to see under the huge blackness of the super-incumbent water an undulting expanse of greyish-white ooze, broken here and there by tangled thickets of a growth of sea lilies, waving hungry tentacles in the air.


Farther away were the graceful, translucent outlines of a group of gigantic sponges. About this floor there were scattered a number of bristling flattish tufts of rich purple and black, which he decided must be some sort of sea-urchin, and small, large-eyed or blind things having a curious resemblance, some to woodlice, and others to lobsters, crawled sluggishly across the track of the light and vanished into the obscurity again, leaving furrowed trails behind them.


Then suddenly the hovering swarm of little fishes veered about and came towards him as a flight of starlings might do. They passed over him like a phosphorescent snow, and then he saw behind them some larger creature advancing towards the sphere.


At first he could see it only dimly, a faintly moving figure remotely suggestive of a walking man, and then it came into the spray of light that the lamp shot out. As the glare struck it, it shut its eyes, dazzled. He stared in rigid astonishment.


It was a strange vertebrated animal. Its dark purple head was dimly suggestive of a chameleon, but it had such a high forehead and such a braincase as no reptile ever displayed before; the vertical pitch of its face gave it a most extraordinary resemblance to a human being.


Two large and protruding eyes projected from sockets in chameleon fashion, and it had a broad reptilian mouth with horny lips beneath its little nostrils. In the position of the ears were two huge gill-covers, and out of these floated a branching tree of coralline filaments, almost like the tree-like gills that very young rays and sharks possess.


But the humanity of the face was not the most extraordinary thing about the creature. It was a biped; its almost globular body was poised on a tripod of two frog-like legs and a long thick tail, and its fore limbs, which grotesquely caricatured the human hand, much as a frog’s do, carried a long shaft of bone, tipped with copper. The colour of the creature was variegated; its head, hands and legs were purple; but its skin, which hung loosely upon it, even as clothes might do, was a phosphorescent grey. And it stood there blinded by the light.


At last this unknown creature of the abyss blinked its eyes open, and shading them with its disengaged hand, opened its mouth and gave vent to a shouting noise, articulate almost as speech might be, that penetrated even the steel case and padded jacket of the sphere. How a shouting may be accomplished without lungs Elstead dose not profess to explain. It then moved sideways out of the glare into the mystery of shadow that bordered it on either side, and Elstead felt rather than saw that it was coming towards him. Fancying the light had attracted it, he turned the switch that cut off the current. In another moment something soft dabbed upon the steel, and the globe swayed.


Then the shouting was repeated, and it seemed to him that a distant echo answered it. The dabbing recurred, and the whole globe swayed and ground against the spindle over which the wire was rolled. He stood in the blackness and peered out into the everlasting night of the abyss. And presently he saw, very faint and remote, other phosphorescent quasi-human forms hurrying towards him.


Hardly knowing what he did, he felt about in his swaying prison for the stud of the exterior electric light, and came by accident against his own small glow-lamp in its padded recess. The sphere twisted, and then threw him down; he heard shouts like shouts of surprise, and when he rose to his feet, he saw two pairs of stalked eyes peering into the lower window and reflecting his light.


In another moment hands were dabbing vigorously at his steel casing, and there was a sound, horrible enough in his position, of the metal protection of the clockwork being vigorously hammered. That indeed sent his heart into his mouth, for if these strange creatures succeeded in stopping that, his release would never occur. Scarcely had he thought as much when he felt the sphere sway violently, and the floor of it press hard against his feet. He turned off the small glow-lamp that lit the interior, and sent the ray of the large light in the separate compartment, out into the water. The sea-floor and the man-like creatures had disappeared, and a couple of fish chasing each other dropped suddenly by the window.


He thought at once that these strange denizens of the deep sea had broke the rope, and that he had escaped. He drove up faster and faster, and then stopped with a jerk that sent him flying against the padded roof of his prison. For half a minute perhaps, he was too astonished to think.


Then he felt that the sphere was spinning slowly, and rocking, and it seemed to him that it was also being drawn through the water. By crouching close to the window, he managed to make his weight effective and roll that part of the sphere downward, but he could see nothing save the pale ray of his light striking down ineffectively into the darkness. It occurred to him that he would see more if he turned the lamp off, and allowed his eyes to grow accustomed to the profound obscurity.


In this he was wise. After some minutes the velvety blackness became a translucent blackness, and then, far away, and as faint as zodiacal light of an English summer evening, he saw shapes moving below. He judged these creatures had detached his cable, and were towing him along the sea bottom.


And then he saw something faint and remote across the undulations of the submarine plain, a broad horizon of pale luminosity that extended this way and that way as far as the range of his little window permitted him to see. To this he was being towed, as a balloon might be towed by men out of the open country into a town. He approached it very slowly, and very slowly the dim irradiation was gathered together into more definite shapes.


It was nearly five o’clock before he came over this luminous area, and by that time he could make out an arrangement suggestive of streets and houses grouped about a vast roofless erection that was grotesquely suggestive of a ruined abbey. It was spread out like a map below him. The houses were all roofless enclosures of walls, and their substance being, as he afterwards saw, of phosphorescent bones, gave the place an appearance as if it were built of drowned moonshine.


Among the inner caves of the place waving trees of crinoid stretched their tentacles, and tall, slender, glassy sponges shot like shining minarets and lilies of filmy light out of the general glow of the city. In the open spaces of the place he could see a stirring movement as of crowds of people, but he was too many fathoms above them to distinguish the individuals in those crowds.


Then slowly they pulled him down, and as they did so, the details of the place crept slowly upon his apprehension. He saw that the courses of the cloudy buildings were marked out with beaded lines of round objects, and then he perceived that at several points below him, in broad open spaces, were forms like the encrusted shapes of ships.


Slowly and surely he was drawn down, and the forms below him became brighter, clearer, more distinct. He was being pulled down, he perceived, towards the large building in the centre of the town, and he could catch a glimpse ever and again of the multitudinous forms that were lugging at his cord. He was astonished to see that the rigging of one of the ships, which formed such a prominent feature of the place, was crowded with a host of gesticulating figures regarding him, and then the walls of the great building rose about him silently, and hid the city from his eyes.


And such walls they were, of water-logged wood, and twisted wire-rope, and iron spars, and copper, and the bones and skulls of dead men. The skulls ran in zigzag lines and spirals and fantastic curves over the building; and in and out of their eye-sockets, and over the whole surface of the place, lurked and played a multitude of silvery little fishes.


Suddenly his ears were filled with a low shouting and a noise like the violent blowing of horns, and this gave place to a fantastic chant. Down the sphere sank, past the huge pointed windows, through which he saw vaguely a great number of these strange, ghostlike people regarding him, and at last he came to rest, as it seemed, on a kind of altar that stood in the centre of the place.


And now he was at such a level that he could see these strange people of the abyss plainly once more. To his astonishment, he perceived that they were prostrating themselves before him, all save one, dressed as it seemed in a robe of placoid scales, and crowned with a luminous diadem, who stood with his reptilian mouth opening and shutting, as though he led the chanting of the worshippers.


A curious impulse made Elstead turn on his small glow-lamp again, so that he became visible to these creatures of the abyss, albeit the glare made them disappear forthwith into night. At this sudden sight of him, the chanting gave place to a tumult of exultant shouts; and Elstead, being anxious to watch them, turned his light off again, and vanished from before their eyes. But for a time he was too blind to make out what they were doing, and when at last he could distinguish them, they were kneeling again. And thus they continued worshipping him, without rest or intermission, for a space of three hours.


Most circumstantial was Elstead’s account of this astounding city and its people, these people of perpetual night, who have never seen sun or moon or stars, green vegetation, nor any living, air-breathing creatures, who know nothing of fire, nor any light but the phosphorescent light of living things.


Startling as is his story, it is yet more startling to find that scientific men, of such eminence as Adams and Jenkins, find nothing incredible in it. They tell me they see no reason why intelligent, water-breathing, vertebrated creatures, inured to a low temperature and enormous pressure, and of such a heavy structure, that neither alive nor dead would they float, might not live upon the bottom of the deep sea, and quite unsuspected by us, descendants like ourselves of the great Theriomorpha of the New Red Sandstone age.


We should be known to them however, as strange, meteoric creatures, wont to fall catastrophically dead out of the mysterious blackness of their watery sky. And not only we ourselves, but our ships, our metals, our appliances, would come raining down out of the night. Sometimes sinking things would smite down and crush them, as if it were the judgment of some unseen power above, and sometimes would come things of utmost rarity or utility, or shapes of inspiring suggestion. One can understand, perhaps, something of their behaviour at the descent of a living man, if one thinks what a barbaric people might do, to whom an enhaloed, shining creature came suddenly out of the sky.


At one time or another Elstead probably told the officers of the Ptarmigan every detail of his strange twelve hours in the abyss. That he also intended to write them down is certain, but he never did, and so unhappily we have to piece together the discrepant fragments of his story from the reminiscences of Commander Simmons, Weybridge, Steevens, Lindley, and the others.


We see the thing darkly in fragmentary glimpses—the huge ghostly building, the bowing, chanting people, with their dark chameleon-like heads and faintly luminous clothing, and Elstead, with his light turned on again, vainly trying to convey to their minds that the cord by which the sphere was held was to be severed. Minute after minute slipped away, and Elstead, looking at his watch, was horrified to find that he had oxygen only for four hours more. But the chant in his honour kept on as remorselessly as if it was the marching song of his approaching death.


The manner of his release he does not understand, but to judge by the end of cord that hung from the sphere, it had been cut through by rubbing against the edge of the altar. Abruptly the sphere rolled over, and he swept up, out of their world, as an ethereal creature clothed in a vacuum would sweep through our own atmosphere back to its native ether again. He must have torn out of their sight as a hydrogen bubble hastens upwards from our air. A strange ascension it must have seemed to them.


The sphere rushed up with even greater velocity than, when weighted with the lead sinkers, it had rushed down. It became exceedingly hot. It drove up with the windows uppermost, and he remembers the torrent of bubbles frothing against the glass. Every moment he expected this to fly. Then suddenly something like a huge wheel seemed to be released in his head, the padded compartment began spinning about him, and he fainted. His next recollection was of his cabin, and of the doctor’s voice.


But that is the substance of the extraordinary story that Elstead related in fragments to the officers of the Ptarmigan. He promised to write it all down at a later date. His mind was chiefly occupied with the improvement of his apparatus, which was effected at Rio.


It remains only to tell that on February 2, 1896, he made his second descent into the ocean abyss, with the improvements his first experience suggested. What happened we shall probably never knew. He never returned. The Ptarmigan beat about over the point of his submersion, seeking him in vain for thirteen days. Then she returned to Rio, and the news was telegraphed to his friends. So the matter remains for the present. But it is hardly probable that no further attempt will be made to verify his strange story of these hitherto unsuspected cities of the deep sea.


#wells
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Where we learn that cheating is behaving stupidly while believing oneself to be clever.



 

On his last night on Earth, Ted Graham stepped out of a glass-walled telephone booth, ducked to avoid a swooping moth that battered itself in a frenzy against a bare globe above the booth.


Ted Graham was a long-necked man with a head of pronounced egg shape topped by prematurely balding sandy hair. Something about his lanky, intense appearance suggested his occupation: certified public accountant.


He stopped behind his wife, who was studying a newspaper classified page, and frowned. “They said to wait here. They'll come get us. Said the place is hard to find at night.”


Martha Graham looked up from the newspaper. She was a doll-faced woman, heavily pregnant, a kind of pink prettiness about her. The yellow glow from the light above the booth subdued the red-auburn cast of her ponytail hair.


“I just have to be in a house when the baby's born,” she said. “What'd they sound like?”


“I dunno. There was a funny kind of interruption—like an argument in some foreign language.”


“Did they sound foreign?”


“In a way.” He motioned along the night-shrouded line of trailers toward one with two windows glowing amber. “Let's wait inside. These bugs out here are fierce.”


“Did you tell them which trailer is ours?”


“Yes. They didn't sound at all anxious to look at it. That's odd—them wanting to trade their house for a trailer.”


“There's nothing odd about it. They've probably just got itchy feet like we did.”


He appeared not to hear her. “Funniest-sounding language you ever heard when that argument started—like a squirt of noise.”





Inside the trailer, Ted Graham sat down on the green couch that opened into a double bed for company.


“They could use a good tax accountant around here,” he said. “When I first saw the place, I got that definite feeling. The valley looks prosperous. It's a wonder nobody's opened an office here before.”


His wife took a straight chair by the counter separating kitchen and living area, folded her hands across her heavy stomach.


“I'm just continental tired of wheels going around under me,” she said. “I want to sit and stare at the same view for the rest of my life. I don't know how a trailer ever seemed glamorous when—”


“It was the inheritance gave us itchy feet,” he said.


Tires gritted on gravel outside.


Martha Graham straightened. “Could that be them?”


“Awful quick, if it is.” He went to the door, opened it, stared down at the man who was just raising a hand to knock.


“Are you Mr. Graham?” asked the man.


“Yes.” He found himself staring at the caller.


“I'm Clint Rush. You called about the house?” The man moved farther into the light. At first, he'd appeared an old man, fine wrinkle lines in his face, a tired leather look to his skin. But as he moved his head in the light, the wrinkles seemed to dissolve—and with them, the years lifted from him.


“Yes, we called,” said Ted Graham. He stood aside. “Do you want to look at the trailer now?”


Martha Graham crossed to stand beside her husband. “We've kept it in awfully good shape,” she said. “We've never let anything get seriously wrong with it.”


She sounds too anxious, thought Ted Graham. I wish she'd let me do the talking for the two of us.


“We can come back and look at your trailer tomorrow in daylight,” said Rush. “My car's right out here, if you'd like to see our house.”


Ted Graham hesitated. He felt a nagging worry tug at his mind, tried to fix his attention on what bothered him.


“Hadn't we better take our car?” he asked. “We could follow you.”


“No need,” said Rush. “We're coming back into town tonight anyway. We can drop you off then.”


Ted Graham nodded. “Be right with you as soon as I lock up.”


Inside the car, Rush mumbled introductions. His wife was a dark shadow in the front seat, her hair drawn back in a severe bun. Her features suggested gypsy blood. He called her Raimee.


Odd name, thought Ted Graham. And he noticed that she, too, gave that strange first impression of age that melted in a shift of light.


Mrs. Rush turned her gypsy features toward Martha Graham. “You are going to have a baby?”


It came out as an odd, veiled statement.


Abruptly, the car rolled forward.


Martha Graham said, “It's supposed to be born in about two months. We hope it's a boy.”


Mrs. Rush looked at her husband. “I have changed my mind,” she said.


Rush spoke without taking his attention from the road. “It is too ...” He broke off, spoke in a tumble of strange sounds.


Ted Graham recognized it as the language he'd heard on the telephone.


Mrs. Rush answered in the same tongue, anger showing in the intensity of her voice. Her husband replied, his voice calmer.


Presently, Mrs. Rush fell moodily silent.


Rush tipped his head toward the rear of the car. “My wife has moments when she does not want to get rid of the old house. It has been with her for many years.”


Ted Graham said, “Oh.” Then: “Are you Spanish?”


Rush hesitated. “No. We are Basque.”


He turned the car down a well-lighted avenue that merged into a highway. They turned onto a side road. There followed more turns—left, right, right.


Ted Graham lost track.


They hit a jolting bump that made Martha gasp.


“I hope that wasn't too rough on you,” said Rush. “We're almost there.”





The car swung into a lane, its lights picking out the skeleton outlines of trees: peculiar trees—tall, gaunt, leafless. They added to Ted Graham's feeling of uneasiness.


The lane dipped, ended at a low wall of a house—red brick with clerestory windows beneath overhanging eaves. The effect of the wall and a wide-beamed door they could see to the left was ultramodern.


Ted Graham helped his wife out of the car, followed the Rushes to the door.


“I thought you told me it was an old house,” he said.


“It was designed by one of the first modernists,” said Rush. He fumbled with an odd curved key. The wide door swung open onto a hallway equally wide, carpeted by a deep pile rug. They could glimpse floor-to-ceiling view windows at the end of the hall, city lights beyond.


Martha Graham gasped, entered the hall as though in a trance. Ted Graham followed, heard the door close behind them.


“It's so—so—so big,” exclaimed Martha Graham.


“You want to trade this for our trailer?” asked Ted Graham.


“It's too inconvenient for us,” said Rush. “My work is over the mountains on the coast.” He shrugged. “We cannot sell it.”


Ted Graham looked at him sharply. “Isn't there any money around here?” He had a sudden vision of a tax accountant with no customers.


“Plenty of money, but no real estate customers.”


They entered the living room. Sectional divans lined the walls. Subdued lighting glowed from the corners. Two paintings hung on the opposite walls—oblongs of odd lines and twists that made Ted Graham dizzy.


Warning bells clamored in his mind.





Martha Graham crossed to the windows, looked at the lights far away below. “I had no idea we'd climbed that far,” she said. “It's like a fairy city.”


Mrs. Rush emitted a short, nervous laugh.


Ted Graham glanced around the room, thought: If the rest of the house is like this, it's worth fifty or sixty thousand. He thought of the trailer: A good one, but not worth more than seven thousand.


Uneasiness was like a neon sign flashing in his mind. “This seems so ...” He shook his head.


“Would you like to see the rest of the house?” asked Rush.


Martha Graham turned from the window. “Oh, yes.”


Ted Graham shrugged. No harm in looking, he thought.


When they returned to the living room, Ted Graham had doubled his previous estimate on the house's value. His brain reeled with the summing of it: a solarium with an entire ceiling covered by sun lamps, an automatic laundry where you dropped soiled clothing down a chute, took it washed and ironed from the other end ...


“Perhaps you and your wife would like to discuss it in private,” said Rush. “We will leave you for a moment.”


And they were gone before Ted Graham could protest.


Martha Graham said, “Ted, I honestly never in my life dreamed—”


“Something's very wrong, honey.”


“But, Ted—”


“This house is worth at least a hundred thousand dollars. Maybe more. And they want to trade this—” he looked around him—”for a seven-thousand-dollar trailer?”


“Ted, they're foreigners. And if they're so foolish they don't know the value of this place, then why should—”


“I don't like it,” he said. Again he looked around the room, recalled the fantastic equipment of the house. “But maybe you're right.”


He stared out at the city lights. They had a lacelike quality: tall buildings linked by lines of flickering incandescence. Something like a Roman candle shot skyward in the distance.


“Okay!” he said. “If they want to trade, let's go push the deal ...”


Abruptly, the house shuddered. The city lights blinked out. A humming sound filled the air.


Martha Graham clutched her husband's arm. “Ted! Wha— what was that?”


“I dunno.” He turned. “Mr. Rush!”


No answer. Only the humming.


The door at the end of the room opened. A strange man came through it. He wore a short toga-like garment of gray, metallic cloth belted at the waist by something that glittered and shimmered through every color of the spectrum. An aura of coldness and power emanated from him—a sense of untouchable hauteur.





He glanced around the room, spoke in the same tongue the Rushes had used.


Ted Graham said, “I don't understand you, mister.”


The man put a hand to his flickering belt. Both Ted and Martha Graham felt themselves rooted to the floor, a tingling sensation vibrating along every nerve.


Again the strange language rolled from the man's tongue, but now the words were understood.


“Who are you?”


“My name's Graham. This is my wife. What's going—”


“How did you get here?”


“The Rushes—they wanted to trade us this house for our trailer. They brought us. Now look, we—”


“What is your talent—your occupation?”


“Tax accountant. Say! Why all these—”


“That was to be expected,” said the man. “Clever! Oh, excessively clever!” His hand moved again to the belt. “Now be very quiet. This may confuse you momentarily.”


Colored lights filled both the Grahams' minds. They staggered.


“You are qualified,” said the man. “You will serve.”


“Where are we?” demanded Martha Graham.


“The coordinates would not be intelligible to you,” he said. “I am of the Rojac. It is sufficient for you to know that you are under Rojac sovereignty.”





Ted Graham said, “But—”


“You have, in a way, been kidnapped. And the Raimees have fled to your planet—an unregistered planet.”


“I'm afraid,” Martha Graham said shakily.


“You have nothing to fear,” said the man. “You are no longer on the planet of your birth—nor even in the same galaxy.” He glanced at Ted Graham's wrist. “That device on your wrist—it tells your local time?”


“Yes.”


“That will help in the search. And your sun—can you describe its atomic cycle?”


Ted Graham groped in his mind for his science memories from school, from the Sunday supplements. “I can recall that our galaxy is a spiral like—”


“Most galaxies are spiral.”


“Is this some kind of a practical joke?” asked Ted Graham.


The man smiled, a cold, superior smile. “It is no joke. Now I will make you a proposition.”


Ted nodded warily. “All right, let's have the stinger.”


“The people who brought you here were tax collectors we Rojac recruited from a subject planet. They were conditioned to make it impossible for them to leave their job untended. Unfortunately, they were clever enough to realize that if they brought someone else in who could do their job, they were released from their mental bonds. Very clever.”


“But—”


“You may have their job,” said the man. “Normally, you would be put to work in the lower echelons, but we believe in meting out justice wherever possible. The Raimees undoubtedly stumbled on your planet by accident and lured you into this position without—”


“How do you know I can do your job?”


“That moment of brilliance was an aptitude test. You passed. Well, do you accept?”


“What about our baby?” Martha Graham worriedly wanted to know.


“You will be allowed to keep it until it reaches the age of decision—about the time it will take the child to reach adult stature.”


“Then what?” insisted Martha Graham.


“The child will take its position in society—according to its ability.”


“Will we ever see our child after that?”


“Possibly.”


Ted Graham said, “What's the joker in this?”


Again the cold, superior smile. “You will receive conditioning similar to that which we gave the Raimees. And we will want to examine your memories to aid us in our search for your planet. It would be good to find a new inhabitable place.”


“Why did they trap us like this?” asked Martha Graham.


“It's lonely work,” the man explained. “Your house is actually a type of space conveyance that travels along your collection route—and there is much travel to the job. And then—you will not have friends, nor time for much other than work. Our methods are necessarily severe at times.”


“Travel?” Martha Graham repeated in dismay.


“Almost constantly.”


Ted Graham felt his mind whirling. And behind him, he heard his wife sobbing.





The Raimees sat in what had been the Grahams' trailer.


“For a few moments, I feared he would not succumb to the bait,” she said. “I knew you could never overcome the mental compulsion enough to leave them there without their first agreeing.”


Raimee chuckled. “Yes. And now I'm going to indulge in everything the Rojac never permitted. I'm going to write ballads and poems.”


“And I'm going to paint,” she said. “Oh, the delicious freedom!”


“Greed won this for us,” he said. “The long study of the Grahams paid off. They couldn't refuse to trade.”


“I knew they'd agree. The looks in their eyes when they saw the house! They both had ...” She broke off, a look of horror coming into her eyes. “One of them did not agree!”


“They both did. You heard them.”


“The baby?”


He stared at his wife. “But—but it is not at the age of decision!”


“In perhaps eighteen of this planet's years, it will be at the age of decision. What then?”


His shoulders sagged. He shuddered. “I will not be able to fight it off. I will have to build a transmitter, call the Rojac and confess!”


“And they will collect another inhabitable place,” she said, her voice flat and toneless.


“I've spoiled it,” he said. “I've spoiled it!”


#herbert
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    Some news
    

  
  
Some news


So, I'm quiet right now: it's because I've lost my best friend and my father in quick succession. I'm not dropping SFSS, just taking a break.




  
    The Game of Rat and Dragon (1955) - Cordwainer Smith
    

  
  
The Game of Rat and Dragon (1955) – Cordwainer Smith


[image: Space cats]


Paul Linebarger (aka Cordwainer Smith) was an interesting guy. Among other things he was heavily involved in developing psychological warfare techniques for the US military. He was also a close adviser to Chiang Kai-shek and the godson of Sun Yat-sen, the first leader of the Kuomintang (Wikipedia)
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