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Alien Shores

The Streets of Ashkelon

Somewhere above, hidden by the eternal clouds of Wesker's World, athunder rumbled and grew.
Trader Garth stopped suddenly when he heard it, his boots sinking dowly into the muck, and cupped his
good ear to catch the sound. It swelled and waned in the thick atmosphere, growing louder.

"That noiseisthe same asthe noise of your sky-ship,” Itin said, with stolid Wesker logicdlity, dowly
pulverizing theideain hismind and turning over the bits one by onefor closer examination. "But your ship
isgtill gtting where you landed it. It must be, even though we cannot seeit, because you are the only one
who can operateit. And even if anyone ese could operate it we would have heard it rising into the sky.
Sincewedid not, and if this sound is a sky-ship sound, then it must mean—"

"Y es, another ship," Garth said, too absorbed in his own thoughts to wait for the [aborious
Weskerian chains of logic to clank their way through to the end. Of courseit was another spacer, it had
been only amatter of time before one appeared, and undoubtedly this one was homing on the S.S radar
reflector as he had done. His own ship would show up clearly on the newcomer's screen and they would
probably set down ascloseto it asthey could.

"Y ou better go ahead, Itin," he said. "Use the water so you can get to the village quickly. Tell
everyoneto get back into the swamps, well clear of the hard ground. That ship islanding on instruments
and anyone undernegath at touchdown is going to be cooked."

Thisimmediate threat was clear enough to the little Wesker amphibian. Before Garth had finished
speaking Itin's ribbed ears had folded like a bat's wings and he dipped slently into the nearby candl.
Garth squelched on through the mud, making as good time as be could over the clinging surface. He had
just reeched the fringes of the village clearing when the rumbling grew to a head-splitting roar and the
spacer broke through the low-hanging layer of clouds above. Garth shielded his eyesfrom the
down-reaching tongue of flame and examined the growing form of the gray-black ship with mixed
fedings

After dmost a standard year on Wesker's World he had to fight down alonging for human
companionship of any kind. While this buried fragment of herd-spirit chattered for the rest of the monkey
tribe, histrader's mind was busily drawing aline under a column of figures and adding up thetotal. This
could very well be another trader's ship, and if it was his monopoly of the Wesker's trade was at an end.
Then again, thismight not be atrader at al, which was the reason he stayed in the shelter of the giant fern
and loosened hisgun in its holster. The ship baked dry a hundred square meters of mud, the roaring blast
died, and the landing feet crunched down through the crackling crust. Meta creaked and settled into
place while the cloud of smoke and steam dowly drifted lower in the humid air.

"Garth—you native-chesting extortionis—where are you?' the ship's speaker boomed. The lines of
the spacer had looked only dightly familiar, but there was no mistaking the rasping tones of that voice.
Garth had atwisted smile when he stepped out into the open and whistled shrilly through two fingers. A



directiona microphone ground out of its casing on the ship'sfin and turned in hisdirection.

"What are you doing here, Singh?" he shouted towards the mike. "Too crooked to find a planet of
your own and have to come here to stedl an honest trader’'s profits?’

"Honest!" the amplified voice roared. "Thisfrom the man who has been in morejalsthan
cathouses—and that agoodly number initself, I do declare. Sorry, friend of my youth, but | cannot join
you in exploiting this aborigina pesthole. | am on course to amore fairly at-mosphered world wherea
fortune iswaiting to be made. | only stopped here since an opportunity presented, to turn an honest
credit by running ataxi service. | bring you friendship, the perfect companionship, aman in adifferent line
of businesswho might help you in yours. I'd come out and say hello mysdlf, except | would haveto
decon for biologicas. I'm cycling the passenger through thelock so | hope you won't mind helping with
hisluggege”

At least there would be no other trader on the planet now, that worry was gone. But Garth il
wondered what sort of passenger would be taking one-way passage to an undevel oped world. And what
was behind that concedled hint of merriment in Singh's voice? He walked around to the far sde of the
spacer where the ramp had dropped, and looked up at the man in the cargo lock who was wrestling
ineffectually with alarge crate. The man turned towards him and Garth saw the clerica dog-collar and
knew just what it was Singh had been chuckling abot.

"What are you doing here?' Garth asked, and in spite of his attempt at self-control he snapped the
words. If the man noticed this heignored it, because hewas ill smiling and putting out his hand as he
came down the ramp.

"Father Mark," he said, "of the Missonary Society of Brothers. I'm very pleased to meet—"

"| said what are you doing here." Garth's voice was under control now, quiet and cold. He knew
what had to be done, and it must be done quickly or not at al.

"That should be obvious.” Father Mark said, his good nature still unruffled. "Our missionary society
has raised funds to send spiritual emissariesto aien worldsfor thefirst time. | was lucky enough—"

"Take your luggage and get back into the ship. Y ou're not wanted here—and have no permisson to
land. You'l bealiability and there is no one on Wesker's World to take care of you. Get back into the
ship.”

"I" don't know who you are sir, or why you arelying to me," the priest said. He was still calm but the
smilewas gone. "But | have studied gdactic law and the history of this planet very well. Thereareno
diseases or beasts here that | should have any particular fear of. It isaso an open planet, and until the
Space Survey changesthat status | have as much right to be here asyou do.”

The man was of course right, but Garth couldn't let him know that. He had been bluffing, hoping the
priest didn't know hisrights. But he did. There was only one distasteful course left for him, and he had
better do it whiletherewas till time.

"Get back inthat ship," he shouted, not hiding his anger now. With asmooth motion his gun was out
of the holster and the pitted black muzzle only inches from the priest's ssomach. The man'sface turned
white, but he did not move.

"What the hell are you doing, Garth?" Singh's shocked voice grated from the spegker. "The guy paid
hisfare and you have norightsat al to throw him off the planet.”

"I havethisright,” Garth said, raisng his gun and sighting between the priest'seyes. "'l give him thirty
seconds to get back aboard the ship or | pull the trigger.”

"Well, | think you are either off your head or playing ajoke," Singh's exasperated voice rasped down
at them. "If itisajoke, it isin bad taste. But either way you're not getting away with it. Two can play a
that game—only | can play it better."

There was the rumble of heavy bearings and the remote-controlled four-gun turret on the ship'sside
rotated and pointed at Garth. "Now—down gun and give Father Mark a hand with the luggage,” the
Spesker commanded, atrace of humor back in the voice now. "Asmuch as| would liketo help, Old
Friend, | cannot. | fed it istime you had a chanceto talk to the father, after dl, | have had the
opportunity of speeking with him dl theway from Earth."

Garth jammed the gun back into the holster with an acute fedling of loss. Father Mark stepped



forward, the winning smile back now and a Bible, taken from a pocket of hisrobe, in hisraised hand.
"My son—" hesad.

"I'm not your son,” was al Garth could choke out asthe bitterness and defeat welled up within him.
Hisfist drew back asthe anger rose, and the best he could do was open the fist so he struck only with
theflat of hishand. Still the blow sent the priest crashing to the ground and hurled the white pages of the
book splattering into the thick mud.

Itin and the other Weskers had watched everything with seemingly emotionlessinterest. Garth made
no attempt to answer their unspoken questions. He started towards his house, but turned back when he
saw they were till unmoving.

"A new man hascome," hetold them. "He will need help with the things he has brought. If he doesn't
have any placefor them, you can put them in the big warehouse until he has aplace of hisown.”

He watched them waddle across the clearing towards the ship, then went ingde and gained a certain
satisfaction from damming the door hard enough to crack one of the panes. There was an equa amount
of painful pleasurein breaking out one of the remaining bottles of Irish whiskey that he had been saving
for agpecia occason. Well thiswas specid enough, though not realy what he had had in mind. The
whiskey was good and burned away some of the bad taste in his mouth, but not al of it. If histactics had
worked, success would have justified everything. But he had failed and in addition to the pain of failure
there was the acute feding that he had made a horse's ass out of himself. Singh had blasted off without
any goodbyes. There was no telling what sense he had made of the whole matter, though he would surely
carry some strange stories back to the trader's lodge. Well, that could be worried about the next time
Garth sgned in. Right now he had to go about setting things right with the missonary. Squinting out
through the rain he saw the man struggling to erect a collgpsible tent while the entire popul ation of the
village stood in ordered ranks and watched. Naturally none of them offered to help.

By the time the tent was up and the crates and boxes stowed insde it the rain had stopped. The level
of fluid in the bottle was agood hit lower and Garth felt more like facing up to the unavoidable mesting.
In truth, he was looking forward to talking to the man. Thiswhole nasty busnessaside, after an entire
solitary year any human companionship looked good. Will you join me now for dinner! John Garth, he
wrote on the back of an old invoice. But maybe the guy was too frightened to come? Which was no way
to start any kind of relationship. Rummaging under the bunk, he found a box that was big enough and put
hispistol insde. Itin was of course waiting outside the door when he opened it, sncethiswas histour as
Knowledge Collector. He handed him the note and box.

"Would you take these to the new man?' he said.

"Isthe new man's name New Man?" Itin asked.

"No, it'snot!" Garth snapped. "His nameis Mark. But I'm only asking you to deliver this, not get
involved in conversaion.”

Asawayswhen helost histemper, the literal-minded Weskers won the round. ™Y ou are not asking
for conversation,” Itin said dowly, "but Mark may ask for conversation. And otherswill ask me his
name- if | do not know his na—"

The voice cut off as Garth dammed the door. Thisdidn't work in the long run either because next
time he saw Itin—aday, aweek, or even a month later—the monol ogue would be picked up on the very
word it had ended and the thought rambled out to its last frayed end. Garth cursed under his breath and
poured water over apair of the tastier concentrates that he had |eft.

"Comein," he said when there was a quiet knock on the door. The priest entered and held out the
box with the gun.

"Thank you for theloan, Mr. Garth, | appreciate the spirit that made you send it. | have no idea of
what caused the unhappy affair when | landed, but | think it would be best forgotten if we are going to be
on this planet together for any length of time."

"Drink?" Garth asked, taking the box and pointing to the bottle on the table. He poured two glasses
full and handed oneto the priest. "That's about what | had in mind, but | till owe you an explanation of
what happened out there." He scowled into his glassfor a second, then raised it to the other man. "It'sa
big universe and | guess we have to make out as best we can. Here'sto Sanity.”



"God be with you," Father Mark said, and raised hisglassaswell.

"Not with me or with this planet,” Garth said firmly. "And that's the crux of the matter." He
half-drained the glass and sighed.

"Do you say that to shock me?" the priest asked with asmile. "'l assure you that it doesnt.”

"Not intended to shock. | meant it quiteliteraly. | suppose I'm what you would cdll an athelst, so
revedled religion is no concern of mine. While these natives, smple and unlettered Stone Age types that
they are, have managed to come this far with no superstitions or traces of deism whatsoever. | had hoped
that they might continue that way."

"What are you saying?' The priest frowned. "Do you mean they have no gods, no belief in the
heregfter? They must die. .. ?"

"Diethey do, and to dust returneth. Like the rest of the animals. They have thunder, trees and water
without having thunder-gods, tree sprites, or water nymphs. They have no ugly little gods, taboos, or
spellsto hag-ride and limit their lives. They are the only primitive people | have ever encountered that are
completely free of superstition and appear to be much happier and sane because of it. | just wanted to
keep them that way."

"Y ou wanted to keep them from God—from savation?' The priest's eyes widened and he recoiled
dightly.

"No," Garth said. "I wanted to keep them from superdtition until they knew more and could think
about it redligtically without being absorbed and perhaps destroyed by it."

"Y ou're being insulting to the Church, S, to equate it with superdtition . . ."

"Please” Garth said, raising hishand. "No theological arguments. | don't think your society footed the
bill for thistrip just to attempt to convert me. Just accept the fact that my beliefs have been arrived at
through careful thought over aperiod of years, and no amount of undergraduate metaphysicswill change
them. I'll promise not to try and convert you—if you will do the samefor me."

"Agreed, Mr. Garth. Asyou have reminded me, my mission hereisto save these souls, and that is
what | must do. But why should my work disturb you so much that you try and keep me from landing?
Even threasten me with your gun, and—" The priest broke off and looked into hisglass.

"And even dug you?' Garth asked, suddenly frowning. "There was no excuse for that, and | would
liketo say that I'm sorry. Plain bad manners and an even worse temper. Live done long enough and you
find yourself doing that kind of thing." He brooded down &t his big handswhere they lay onthetable,
reading memories into the scars and calluses patterned there. "L et'sjust cal it frustration, for lack of a
better word. In your business you must have had alot of chance to peep into the darker placesin men's
minds and you should know a bit about motives and happiness. | have had too busy alifeto ever
congder sttling down and raising afamily, and right up until recently | never missed it. Maybe leskage
radiation is softening up my brain, but | had begun to think of these furry and fishy Weskersasbeing a
little like my own children, that | was somehow responsible to them.”

"Wearedl Hischildren," Father Mark said quietly.

"Well, here are some of His children that can't evenimagine Hisexistence," Garth said, suddenly
angry a himsdf for allowing gentler emotionsto show through. Y et he forgot himself a once, leaning
forward with theintengity of hisfedings. "Can't you redlize theimportance of this? Live with these
Weskers awhile and you will discover asmple and happy life that matches the sate of grace you people
are dwaystaking about. They get pleasure from ther lives— and cause no one pain. By circumstances
they have evolved on an dmost barren world, so have never had a chance to grow out of aphysica
Stone Age culture. But mentally they are our match—or perhaps better. They have dl learned my
language s0 | can easily explain the many things they want to know. Knowledge and the gaining of
knowledge givesthem red satisfaction. They tend to be exasperating at times because every new fact
must be related to the structure of al other things, but the more they learn the faster this process
becomes. Someday they are going to be man's equal in every way, perhaps surpass us. If—would you
do meafavor?'

"Whatever | can.”

"L eave them done. Or teach them if you must—history and science, philosophy, law, anything that



will help them face the redlities of the greater universe they never even knew existed before. But don't
confuse them with your hatreds and pain, guilt, sin, and punishment. Who knows the harm—"

"You arebeing insulting, Sr!" the priest said, jumping to hisfeet. Thetop of hisgrey head barely
came to the massive spaceman's chin, yet he showed no fear in defending what he believed. Garth,
standing now himself, was no longer the penitent. They faced each other in anger, as men have dways
stood, unbending in the defense of that which they think right.

"Yoursistheinault," Garth shouted. "Theincredible egotism to fed that your derivativelittle
mythology, differing only dightly from the thousands of othersthat still burden men, can do anything but
confusetheir ill fresh minds. Don't you redlize that they believe in truth—and have never heard of such a
thing asalie? They have not been trained yet to understand that other kinds of minds can think differently
from theirs. Will you sparethemthis. .. ?"

"I will do my duty whichisHiswill, Mr. Garth. These are God's creatures here, and they have souls.
| cannot shirk my duty, which isto bring them Hisword so that they may be saved and enter into the
Kingdom of Heaven."

When the priest opened the door the wind caught it and blew it wide. He vanished into the
storm-swept darkness and the door siwung back and forth and a splatter of raindrops blew in. Garth's
boots left muddy footprints when he closed the door, shutting out the Sight of Itin Sitting patiently and
uncomplaining in the storm, hoping only that Garth might stop for amoment and leave with him some of
the wonderful knowledge of which he had so much.

By unspoken consent that first night was never mentioned again. After afew days of loneliness, made
worse because each knew of the other's proximity, they found themsalves talking on carefully neutra
grounds. Garth dowly packed and stowed away his stock and never admitted that hiswork was finished
and he could leave a any time. He had afair amount of interesting drugs and botanicals that would fetch
agood price. And the Wesker artifacts were sure to create a sensation in the sophisticated galactic
market. Crafts on the planet here had been limited before hisarriva, mostly pieces of carving painfully
chipped into the hard wood with fragments of stone. He had supplied tools and a stock of raw metal
from his own supplies, nothing more than that. In afew months the Weskers had not only learned to
work with the new materias, but had trandated their own designs and formsinto the most aien—but
most beautiful—artifacts that he had ever seen. All he had to do was rel ease these on the market to
create a primary demand, then return for anew supply. The Weskers wanted only books and tools and
knowledge in return, and through their own efforts he knew they would pull themsdlvesinto the galactic
union.

Thisiswhat Garth had hoped. But awind of change was blowing through the settlement that had
grown up around his ship. No longer was he the center of attention and foca point of the villagelife. He
had to grin when he thought of hisfal from power,- yet there was very little humor in the smile. Serious
and attentive Weskers till took turns of duty as Knowledge Collectors, but their recording of dry facts
wasin sharp contrast to theintellectual hurricane that surrounded the priest.

Where Garth had made them work for each book and machine, the priest gave fregly. Garth had
tried to be progressive in his supply of knowledge, treeting them as bright but unlettered children. He had
wanted them to walk before they could run, to master one step before going on to the next.

Father Mark smply brought them the benefits of Chrigtianity. The only physica work he required
was the congtruction of achurch, aplace of worship and learning. More Weskers had appeared out of
the limitless planetary swamps and within days the roof was up, supported on aframework of poles.
Each morning the congregation worked alittle while on thewalls, then hurried insdeto learn the
al-promising, al-encompassing, dl-important facts about the universe.

Garth never told the Weskerswhat he thought about their new interest, and thiswas mainly because
they had never asked him. Pride or honor stood in the way of his grabbing awilling listener and pouring
out hisgrievances. Perhapsit would have been different if 1tin was on Collecting duty, he wasthe
brightest of the lot, but Itin had been rotated the day after the priest had arrived and Garth had not talked
tohimsnce.

It was asurprise then when after seventeen of the trebly-long Wes-ker days, he found a delegation at



his doorstep when he emerged after breakfast. Itin was their spokesman, and his mouth was open
dightly. Many of the other Weskers had their mouths open aswell, one even appearing to be yawning,
clearly revedling the double row of sharp teeth and the purple-black throat. The mouths impressed Garth
asto the seriousness of the mesting: this was the one Wesker expression he had learned to recognize. An
open mouth indicated some strong emotion: happiness, sadness, anger, he could never beredly sure
which. The Weskerswere normally placid and he had never seen enough open mouthsto tell what was
causing them. But he was surrounded by them now.

"Will you help us, Garth?" Itin said. "We have aquestion.”

"I'll answer any questionsyou ask," Garth said, with more than ahint of misgiving. "What isit?"

"IsthereaGod?'

"What do you mean by 'God"?" Garth asked in turn. What should he tell them? What had been going
onin their mindsthat they should cometo him with this question?

"God isour Father in Heaven, who made us all and protects us. Whom we pray to for aid, and if we
are Saved will find a place—"

"That'senough,” Garth said. "Thereisno God."

All of them had their mouths open now, even Itin, asthey looked at Garth and thought about his
answer. Therows of pink teeth would have been frightening if he hadn't known these creatures so well.
For oneinstant he wondered if perhaps they had been aready indoctrinated and looked upon him asa
heretic, but he brushed the thought away.

"Thank you," Itin said, and they turned and I ft.

Though the morning was still cool, Garth noticed that he was swesting and wondered why.

The reaction was not long in coming. Itin returned that same afternoon. "Will you cometo the
church?' he asked. "Many of the thingsthat we study are difficult to learn, but none as difficult asthis.
We need your help because we must hear you and Father Mark talk together. Thisis because he says
onething istrue and you say another istrue and both cannot be true at the same time. We must find out
what istrue."

"I'll come, of course," Garth said, trying to hide the sudden fedling of eation. He had done nothing,
but the Weskers had come to him anyway. There could still be grounds for hope that they might Y et be
free

It was hot insgde the church, and Garth was surprised at the number of Weskerswho were there,
more than he had seen gathered at any one time before. There were many open mouths. Father Mark sat
at atable covered with books. He looked unhappy but didn't say anything when Garth camein. Garth
spokefirgt.

"I hope you redlizethisistheir idea—that they cameto me of their own free will and asked meto
come here?'

"I know that.” the priest said resignedly. "At timesthey can be very difficult. But they are learning and
want to believe, and that iswhat isimportant.”

"Father Mark, Trader Garth, we need your help,” Itin said. ™Y ou both know many things that we do
not know. Y ou must help us cometo religion, which is not an easy thing to do.” Garth sarted to say
something, then changed his mind. Itin went on. "We have read the bibles and al the books that Father
Mark gave us, and one thing is clear. We have discussed this and we are all agreed. These books are
very different from the onesthat Trader Garth gave us. In Trader Garth's books thereisthe universe
which we have not seen, and it goes on without God, for He is mentioned nowhere, we have searched
very carefully. In Fether Mark's books He is everywhere and nothing can go without Him. One of these
must be right and the other must be wrong. We do not know how this can be, but after we find out which
isright then perhapswe will know. If God does not exi<..."

"Of course He exists, my children,” Father Mark said in avoice of heartfdt intengity. "Heisour
Father in Heaven who has created usdll. . ."

"Who created God?" Itin asked and the murmur ceased and every one of the Weskers watched
Father Mark intensaly. He recoiled abit under the impact of their eyes, then smiled.

"Nothing created God, since Heisthe Creator. He wayswas—"



"If He dwayswasin existence—why cannot the universe have aways been in existence? Without
having had a creator?' Itin brokein with arush of words. The importance of the question was obvious.

The priest answered dowly, with infinite patience.

"Would that the answers were that smple, my children. But even the scientists do not agree about the
creation of the universe. While they doubt—we who have seen the light know. We can see the miracle of
cregtion all about us. And how can there be a creation without a Creator? That isHe, our Father, our
God in Heaven. | know you have doubts and that is because you have souls and free will. Still the answer
issmple. Havefaith, that isdl you need. Just believe."

"How can we believe without proof?'

"If you cannot seethat thisworld itself is proof of His existence, then | say to you that belief needsno
proof—if you havefath!"

A babble of voices arose in the room and more of the Wesker mouths were open now asthey tried
to force their thoughts through the tangled skein of words and separate the thread of truth.

"Canyou tdl us, Garth?' Itin asked, and the sound of hisvoice quieted the hubbub.

"l cantdl you to use the scientific method which can examine al things—including itsdf—and give
you answersthat can prove the truth or fasity of any statement.”

"That iswhat we must do,” Itin said. "We had reached the same conclusion.” He held athick book
before him and aripple of nods ran across the watchers. "We have been studying the Bible as Father
Mark told usto do, and we have found the answer. God will make airaclefor us, thereby proving that
Heiswatching us. And by thissign wewill know Him and go to Him."

"Thisisasign of fase pride," Father Mark said. "God needs no miraclesto prove His existence.”

But we need amiraclel” Itin shouted, and though he wasn't human there was ill the cry of need in
hisvoice. "We have read here of many smaller miracles, loaves, fishes, wine, snakes—many of them, for
much smaller reasons. Now al He need do ismake amiracle and He will bring usal to Him—the
wonder of an entire new world worshiping at Histhrone, asyou have told us, Father Mark. And you
have told us how important thisis. We have discussed this and find that thereisonly one miraclethat is
best for thiskind of thing."

His boredom and amused interest in the incessant theologica wrangling drained from Garthin an
ingtant. He had not been really thinking or he would have redlized where dl thiswas leading. By turning
dightly he could seetheillustration in the Bible where Itin held it open, and knew in advance what picture
it was. Herose dowly from his chair, asif stretching, and turned to the priest behind him.

"Get ready!" he whispered. "Get out the back and get to the ship, I'll keep them busy here. | don't
think they'll harm—"

"What do youmean. .. ?' Father Mark asked, blinking in surprise.

"Get out, you fool!" Garth hissed. "What miracle do you think they mean? What miracle is supposed
to have converted the world to Chrigtianity ?

"No!" Father Mark said. "It cannot be. It just cannot—"

"GET MOVING!" Garth shouted, dragging the priest from the chair and hurling him towards the rear
wall. Father Mark stumbled to a halt, turned back. Garth legped for him, but it was aready too late. The
amphibianswere smdl, but there were so many of them. Garth lashed out and hisfist struck Itin, hurling
him back into the crowd. The others came on as he fought hisway towards the priest. He best at them
but it waslike struggling against the waves. The furry, musky bodies washed over and engulfed him. He
struggled until they tied him, and he till struggled until they beat on his head until he stopped. Then they
pulled him outside, where he could only lie in the rain and curse and watch.

Of course the Weskers were marvel ous craftsmen, and everything had been constructed down to the
last detall, following theillustration in the Bible. There was the cross, planted firmly on the top of asmal
hill, the gleaming meta spikes, the hammer. Father Mark was stripped and draped in acarefully pleated
loincloth. They led him out of the church and at the Sight of the cross he amost fainted. After that he held
his head high and determined to die as he had lived, with faith.

Y et thiswas hard. It was unbearable even for Garth, who only watched. It isonething to talk of
crucifixion and look at the gentle carved bodiesin the dim light of prayer. It isanother to seeaman



naked, ropes cutting into his skin where he hangs from a bar of wood. And to see the needle-tipped
spikeraised and placed againgt the soft flesh of his pam, to see the hammer come back with the calm
deliberation of an artisan's measured siroke. To hear the thick sound of metal penetrating flesh.

Then to hear the screams.

Few are born to be martyrs and Father Mark was not one of them. With the first blows, the blood
ran from hislipswhere his clenched teeth met. Then his mouth was wide and his head strained back and
the awful guttura horror of his screams diced through the susurration of thefdling rain. It resounded asa
Slent echo from the masses of watching Weskers, for whatever emotion opened their mouths was now
tearing at their bodieswith dl itsforce, and row after row of gaping jaws reflected the crucified priest's
agony.
Mercifully hefainted asthelast nail was driven home. Blood ran from the raw wounds, mixing with
therainto drip faintly pink from hisfeet astheliferan out of him. At thistime, somewhere at thistime,
sobbing and tearing at his own bonds, numbed from the blows on the head, Garth lost consciousness.

He awoke in his own warehouse and it was dark. Someone was cutting away the woven ropes they
had bound him with. Therain gill dripped and splashed outside.

"Itin," he said. It could beno onedse.

"Yes," the dlien voice whispered back. "The others are dl talking in the church. Lin died after you
struck his head, and Inon isvery sick. There are some that say you should be crucified too, and | think
that iswhat will happen. Or perhapskilled by stoning on the head. They have found in the Bible whereiit
ssys—"

"I know." With infinite weariness. "An eyefor an eye. Youll find lots of things like that once you Start
looking."

"Y ou must go, you can get to your ship without anyone seeing you. There has been enough killing.”
Itin aswell spoke with anewfound weariness.

Garth experimented, pulling himself to hisfeet. He pressed his head to the rough wall until the nausea
stopped.

"He'sdead." He said it as a statement, not aquestion.

"Yes, sometime ago. Or | could not have come away to seeyou.”

"And buried of course, or they wouldn't be thinking about starting on me next."

"And buried!" There was dmost aring of emotion in the alien's voice, an echo of the dead priedt's.
"Heisburied and hewill rise on High. It iswritten and thet isthe way it will happen. Father Mark will be
S0 happy that it has happened like this" The voice ended in a sound like a human sob, but of courseit
couldn't have been that since Itin was dien, and not human at dl. Garth painfully worked hisway towards
the door, leaning againgt the wall so hewouldnt fall.

"Wedid theright thing, didn't we?" Itin asked. There was no answer. "Hewill rise up, Garth, won't
herise?'

Garth was at the door and enough light came from the brightly lit church to show historn and bloody
hands clutching at the frame. Itin'sface swam into sight closeto his, and Garth felt the ddlicate,
many-fingered hands with the sharp nails catch at his clothes.

"Hewill rise, won't he, Garth?"

"No," Garth said, "heisgoing to stay buried right where you put him. Nothing is going to happen,
because heis dead and heis going to stay dead.”

Therain runneled through Itin's fur and his mouth was opened so wide that he seemed to be
screaming into the night. Only with effort could he talk, squeezing out the dien thoughtsin an dien
languege.

"Then we will not be saved? We will not become pure?’

"Y ou were pure," Garth said, in a voice somewhere between a sob and alaugh. "That's the horrible
ugly dirty part of it. Y ou were pure. Now you are—"

"Murderers,” Itin said, and the water ran down from his lowered head and streamed away into the
darkness.



Rescue Operation

"Pull! Pull steadily . . . !" Dragomir shouted, clutching at the tarry cords of the net. Besde himinthe
hot darkness Pribidav Polasek grunted as he heaved on the wet strands. The net wasinvisblein the
black water, but the blue light trapped in it rose closer and closer to the surface.

"It'sdipping ..." Pribidav groaned and clutched the rough gunwale of the little boat. For asingle
instant he could see the blue light on the helmet, a faceplate and the suited body that faded into
blackness, then it dipped free of the net. He had just a glimpse of adark shape before it was gone. "Did
you seeit?" he asked. "Just before hefell hewaved hishand.”

"How can | know? The hand moved, it could have been the net, or he might ill be dive." Dragomir
had his face bent dmost to the glassy surface of the water, but there was nothing more to be seen. "He
might bedive"

The two fishermen sat back in the boat and stared at each other in the harsh light of the hissing
acetylene lamp in the bow. They were very different men, yet greetly dikein their stained, baggy trousers
and faded cotton shirts. Their hands were deeply wrinkled and calused from alifetime of hard labor,
their thoughts dowed by the rhythm of work and years.

"We cannot get him up with the net," Dragomir findly said, spesking first asaways.

"Then wewill need help,” Pribidav added. "We have anchored the buoy here, we can find the spot
agan."
"Y es, we need help." Dragomir opened and closed his large hands, then leaned over to bring the rest
of the net into the boat. "The diver, the one who stays with the widow Korenc, he will know what to do.
Hisnameis Kukovic and Petar said heisadoctor of science from the university in Ljubljana.”

They bent to their oars and sent the heavy boat steadily over the glasdike water of the Adriatic.
Before they had reached shore, the sky was light and when they tied to the seawall in Brbinj the sun was
above the horizon.

Joze Kukovic looked at the rising ball of the sun, dready hot on his skin, yawned and stretched. The
widow shuffled out with his coffee, mumbled good morning and put it on the stonerail of the porch. Ho
pushed the tray aside and sat down next to it, then emptied the coffee from the smdll, long-handled pot
into his cup. Thethick Turkish coffee would wake him up, in pite of theimpossible hour. From therall
he had a view down the unpaved and dusty street to the port, aready stirring to life. Two women, with
the morning'swater in brass pots balanced on their heads, stopped to talk. The peasants were bringing in
their produce for the morning market, baskets of cabbages and potatoes and trays of tomatoes, strapped
onto tiny donkeys. One of them brayed, a harsh noise that sawed through the stillness of the morning,
bouncing echoes from the yellowed buildings. It was hot dready. Brbinj was atown at the edge of
nowhere, located between empty ocean and barren hills, asleep for centuries and dying by degrees.
There were no attractions here, if you did not count the sea. But under the flat, blue calm of the water
was another world that Joze loved.

Cool shadows, deep valleys, more dive than al the sun-blasted shores that surrounded it.
Excitement, too: just the day before, too late in the afternoon to realy exploreit, he had found a Roman
galey haf-buried in the sand. Hewould get into it today, the first human in two thousand years, and
heaven aone knew what he would find there. In the sand about it had been shards of broken amphorae,-
there might be whole onesingide the hull.

Sipping happily at his coffee he watched the small boat tying up in the harbor, and wondered why the
two fishermen were in such ahurry. They were dmost running, and no one ran herein the summer.
Stopping below his porch the bigger one called up to him.

"Doctor, may we come up? Thereis something urgent.”

"Yes, of course." He was surprised and wondered if they took him for aphysician.

Dragomir shuffled forward and did not know where to begin. He pointed out over the ocean.

"It fell, out therelast night, we saw it, a sputnik without a doubt?”



"A traveler?' Joze Kukovic wrinkled hisforehead, not quite sure that he heard right. When thelocas
were excited it was hard to follow ther didect. For such asmdl country Y ugodaviawas cursed with a
multitude of tongues.

"No, it was not a putnik, but asputnik, one of the Russian spaceships.”

"Or an American one." Pribidav spoke for the first time, but he was ignored.

Joze smiled and sipped his coffee. "Are you sureit wasn't ameteorite you saw? Thereisawaysa
heavy meteor shower thistime of the year."

"A sputnik." Dragomir ingsted stolidly. "The ship fell far out in the Jadransko Mor and vanished, we
saw that. But the space pilot came down amost on top of us, into the water ..."

"The WHAT?" Joze gasped, jumping to hisfeet and knocking the coffee tray to the floor. The brass
tray clanged and rettled in circles unnoticed. " There was aman in this thing—and he got clear?’

Both fishermen nodded at the same time and Dragomir continued. "We saw thislight fal from the
sputnik when it went overhead and drop into the water. He couldn't see what it was, just alight, and we
rowed there asfast aswe could. It was till sinking and we dropped a net and managed to catch him ..."

"Y ou have the pilot?"

"No, but once we pulled him close enough to the surface to see hewasin aheavy suit, with a
window like adiving suit, and there was something on the back that might have been like your tanks
there

"Hewaved hishand,” Pribidav indsted.

"He might have waved a hand, we could not be sure. We came back for help.”

The sllence lengthened and Joze redlized that he was the help that they needed, and that they had
turned the respongbility over to him. What should he do first? The astronaut might have his own oxygen
tanks, Joze had no real ideawhat provisions were made for water landings, but if there were oxygen the
man might ill bedive.

Joze paced the floor while he thought, a short, square figure in khaki shorts and sandals. He was not
handsome, his nose was too big and his teeth were too obvious for that, but he generated a certainty of
power. He stopped and pointed to Pribidav.

"WEe're going to have to get him out. Y ou can find the spot again?”

"A buoy."

"Good. And we may need adoctor. Y ou have none here, but is there onein Osor?’

"Dr. Bratos, but heisvery old ..."

"Aslong asheisdill dive, well haveto get him. Can anyonein thistown drive an automobile?"

The fishermen looked towards the roof and concentrated, while Joze controlled hisimpatience.

"Yes, | think 0," Dragomir finaly said. "Petar was apartisan.”

"That'sright,” the other fisherman finished the thought. "He has told many times how they stole
German trucks and how he drove..."

"Well, then one of you get this Petar and give him the keysto my car, it'sa German car so he should
be able to manage. Tell him to bring the doctor back at once.”

Dragomir took the keys, but handed them to Pribidav who ran ot.

"Now let's seeif we can get the man up.” Joze said, grabbing his scuba gear and leading the way
towards the boat.

They rowed, sde by side though Dragomir's powerful stroke did most of the work.

"How deep isthe water out here?' Joze asked. He was already dripping with swest as the sun
burned on him.

"The Kvarneric is degper up by Rab, but we were fishing off Traten-ilc and the bottom is only about
four fathomsthere. We're coming to the buoy.”

"Seven meters, it shouldn't be too hard to find him." Joze kneeled in the bottom of the boat and
dipped into the straps of the scuba. He buckled it tight, checked the valves, then turned to the fisherman
before he bit into the mouthpiece. "Keep the boat near this buoy and I'll useit for aguide while | search.
If I need aline or any help, I'll surface over the astronaut, then you can bring the boat to me."

He turned on the oxygen and dipped over the Side, the cool water rising up his body as he sank



bel ow the surface. With apowerful kick he started towards the bottom, following the dropping line of the
buoy rope. Almost at once he saw the man, spread-eagled on white sand below.

Joze siwvam down, making himsdf stroke smoothly in pite of his growing excitement. Detailswere
clearer as he dropped lower. There were no identifying marks on the pressure suit, it might be either
American or Russan. It was ahard suit, metd or reinforced plastic, and painted green, with asingle, flat
faceplatein the hdmet.

Because distance and size are so deceptive under water, Joze was on the sand next to thefigure
before he redized it was|ess than four feet long. Ho gasped and amost lost his mouthpiece.

Then helooked at the faceplate and saw that the creature inside was not human.

Joze coughed abit and blew out a stream of bubbles: he had been holding his breath without redizing
it. Hejust floated there, paddling dowly with hishandsto stay in aposition, looking at the face within the
helmet.

It was till as awaxen cast, green wax with roughened surface, dit nogtrils, dit mouth and large
eyebd s unseen but prominent asthey pushed up againgt the closed lids. The arrangement of festures was
roughly human, but no human being had skin this color or had a Pulpy crest, partidly visible through the
faceplate, growing up from above the closed eyes. Joze stared down at the suit made up of some
unknown materia, and at the compact atmosphere-regeneration apparatus on the dien's back. What
kind of atmosphere? He looked back at the creature and saw that the eyes were open and the thing was
watching him.

Fear was hisfirgt reaction, he shot back in the water like a startled fish then, angry at himsdlf, came
forward again. The dien dowly raised one arm, then dropped it limply. Joze |ooked through the faceplate
and saw that the eyeswere closed again. The dien was aive, but unable to move, perhapsit wasinjured
and in pain. Thewreck of the creature's ship showed that something had been wrong with the landing.
Reaching under as gently as he could he cradled the tiny body in hisarms, trying to ignore afeding of
revulsion when the cold fabric of the thing's suit touched his bare arms. It was only meta or plagtic,- he
had to be a scientist about this. When helifted it up the eyes till did not open as he bore the limp and
amog weightlessform to the surface.

"Y ou great stupid clumsy clod of peasant, help me," he shouted, spitting out his mouthpiece and
treading water on the surface, but Dragomir only shook his head in horror and retrested to the point of
the bow when he saw what the physicist had borne up from bel ow.

"It isacreature from another world and cannot harm you!" Joze insisted but the fisherman would not
approach.

Joze cursed doud and only managed with greet difficulty to get the dien into the boat, then climbed in
after him. Though he was twice Joze's Size, threats of violence drove Dragomir to the oars. But he used
the farthest set of tholepins, even though it made rowing much more difficult. Joze dropped his scuba gear
into the bottom of the boat and looked more closdly at the drying fabric of the dien space-suit. Hisfear
of the unknown was forgotten in his growing enthusiasm. He was anuclear physicist, but he remembered
enough of his chemistry and mechanicsto know that this materid was completely impossble by Earth's
standards.

Light green, it was as hard as sted over the creature's limbs and torso, yet was soft and bent easily at
the joints as he proved by lifting and dropping the limp arm. His eyeswent down the dien'stiny figure.
There was athick harness about the middle, roughly where a human waist would be, and hanging from
thiswas abulky container, like an oversize sporran. The suiting continued without an apparent
seam—but theright leg! It was squeezed in and crushed as though it had been grabbed by agiant pliers.
Perhaps this explained the creature's lack of motion. Could it be hurt? In pain?

Its eyes were open again and Joze redlized in sudden horror that the helmet wasfilled with water. It
must have leaked in, the thing was drowning. He grabbed at the helmet, seeing if it would screw off,
tugging at it in panic asthe eyesrolled up towards him.

Then he forced himself to think, and shakingly let go. The alien was dtill quiet, eyes open, no bubbles
apparently coming from lipsor nose. Did it breathe? Had the water leaked in—or was it possible that it
had aways been there? Was it water? Who knew what aien atmosphere it might breathe: methane,



chlorine, sulfur dioxide. Why not water? The liquid wasinsde, surely enough, the suit wasn't leaking and
the creature seemed unchanged.

Joze looked up and saw that Dragomir's panicked strokes had brought them into the harbor. There
was a crowd aready waiting on the shore.

The boat amost overturned as Dragomir leaped up onto the harbor wall, kicking backward in his
panic. They drifted away and Joze picked the mooring line up from the floorboards and coiled it in his
hands. "Here," he shouted, "catch this. Tieit onto the ring there."

No one heard him, or if they heard, did not want to admit it. They stared down at the green-cased
figurelying in the stern sheets and arustle of whispering blew across them like wind among pine boughs.
The women clutched their handsto their breasts, crossing themsalves.

"Catch thig" Joze said through clenched teeth, forcing himsdlf to keep histemper.

He hurled the rope onto the stones and they shied away from it. A youth grabbed it and dowly
threaded it through the rusty ring, hands shaking and head tilted to one side, his mouth dropped in a
permanent gape. He was feebleminded, too smple to understand what was going on: he smply obeyed
the shouted order.

"Help me get thisthing ashore," Joze caled out, and even before the words were out of his mouth he
redlized thefutility of the request.

The peasants shuffled backwards, a blank-faced mob sharing the same fear of the unknown, the
women like giant, staring dollsin their knee-length flaring skirts, black stockings and high felt shoes. He
would haveto doit himsdlf. Baancing in the rocking boat he cradled the dienin hisarms and lifted it
carefully up onto the rough stone of the harbor wall. The circle of watchers pushed back even farther,
some of the women choking off screams and running back to their houses, while the men muttered
louder: Joze ignored them.

These people were going to be no help to him—and they might cause trouble. His own room would
be safest, he doubted if they Would bother him there. He had just picked up the alien when anewcomer
pushed through the watchers.

"There—what isthat? A vragl" The old priest pointed in horror at the dien in Joze's arms and backed
away, fumbling for hiscrucifix.

"Enough of your supergtition!" Joze snapped. "Thisisno devil but a sentient cresture, atraveler. Now
get out of my way."

He pushed forward and they fled before him. Joze moved as quickly as he could without appearing
to hurry, leaving the crowd behind. There was adapping of quick footsteps and he looked over his
shoulder; it wasthe priest, Father Perc. His stained cassock flapped and his breath whistled in his throat
with the unaccustomed exertion.

"Tel me, what areyou doing . . . Dr. Kukovic? What isthat . . . thing? Tel me..."

"| told you. A traveler. Two of the local fishermen saw something come from the sky and crash. This
... diencamefromit." Joze spoke as calmly as possible. There might be trouble with the people, but not
if the priest were on hisside. "It isa cresture from another world, awater-breathing anima, and it's hurt.
Wemug hdpit.”

Father Perc scrambled aong sideways as he looked with obvious distaste at the motionless dien. "It
iswrong.” he mumbled, "thisis something unclean, Sao duh ..."

"Neither demon nor devil, can't you get that through your mind? The Church recognizesthe
possibility of creaturesfrom other planets—the Jesuits even argue about it—so why can't you? Even the
Pope believesthereislife on other worlds."

"Does he? Does he?' the old man asked, blinking with red-rimmed eyes.

Joze brushed by him and up the steps to the window Korenc's house. She was nowherein sight as
he went into his room and gently lowered the still-unconscious form of the dien onto hisbed. The priest
stopped in the doorway, quivering fingers on hisrosary, uncertain. Joze stood over the bed, opening and
closing hishands, just as unsure. What could he do? The creature was wounded, perhaps dying,
something must be done. But what?

The distant droning whine of acar's engine pushed into the hot room and he amost sighed with relief.



It was his car, he recognized the sound, and it would be bringing the doctor. The car stopped outside and
the doors dammed, but no one appeared.

Joze waited tensdly, redlizing that the townspeople must be talking to the doctor, telling him what had
happened. A dow minute passed and Joze started from the room, but stopped before he passed the
priest, fill standing just inside the door. What was keeping them? His window faced on an dleyway and
he could not see the Street in front of the building. Then the outside door opened and he could hear the
widow's whispered voice, "'In there, raight through.”

There were two men, both dusty from the road. One was obvioudly the doctor, a short and dumpy
man clutching aworn black bag, his bald head beaded with swest. Next to him was ayoung man, tanned
and windburned, dressed like the other fishermen: this must be Petar the ex-partisan.

It was Petar who went to the bed firgt, the doctor just stood clutching his bag and blinking about the
room.

"What isthisthing?' Petar asked, then bent over, hands on his knees, to stare in through the
faceplate. "Whatever itis, it sureisugly.”

"I don't know. It'sfrom another planet, that's the only thing | know. Now move aside so the doctor
can look." Joze waved and the doctor moved reluctantly forward. ™Y ou must be Dr. Bratos. I'm
Ku-kovic, professor of nuclear physics at the university in Ljubljana." Perhapswaving around alittle
prestige might get this man's rel uctant cooperation.

"Y es, how do you do. Very pleased to meet you, Professor, an honor | assure you. But what itis
you wish meto do, | do not understand?' He shook ever so lightly as he spoke and Joze realized that the
man was very old, well into his eighties or more. He would have to be patient.

"Thisdien...whateveritis...isinjured and unconscious. We must do what we can to saveitslife.”

"But what can we do? Thething is sedled in ametd garment— look, it isfilled with water. | ana
doctor, amedica man, but not for animals, crestureslike that."

"Neither am I, Doctor. No one on earth is. But we must do our best. We must get the suit off the
aien and then discover what we can do to help.”

"Itisimpossble! Thefluid ingdeof it, it will run out."

"Obvioudy, so wewill haveto take precautions. We will have to determine what the liquid is, then
get more of it and fill the bathtub in the next room. | have been looking at the suit and the helmet seemsto
be a separate piece, clamped into position. If we loosen the clamps we should be able to get asample.”

For precious seconds Dr. Bratos stood there, nibbling at hislip, before he spoke. "Yes, | suppose
we could, but what could we catch the samplein? Thisismogt difficult and irregular.”

"It doesn't make any difference what we catch the samplein,” Joze snapped, frustration pushing at his
carefully held control. He turned to Petar who was standing slently by, smoking a cigarette in his cupped
hand. "Will you help? Get a soup plate, anything from the kitchen.”

Petar smply nodded and |eft. There were muffled complaints from the widow, but he was back
quickly with her best pot.

"That'sgood,” Joze said, lifting the dien's head, "now dideit under here." With the pot in position he
twisted one of the clamps; it snapped open but nothing el se happened. A hairline opening wasvisible at
the junction, but it stayed dry. But when Joze opened the second clamp there was a sudden gush of clear
liquid under pressure, and before he fumbled the clamp shut again the pot was half full. He lifted the dien
again and, without being told, Petar pulled the pot free and put it on the table by the window. "It's hot.”
hesad.

Joze touched the outside of the container. "Warm not hot, about one hundred twenty degrees|
would guess. A hot ocean on ahot planet.”

"But... isit water?' Dr. Bratos asked hdtingly.

"l supposeit is—but aren't you the oneto find out? Isit fresh water or seawater?'

"I'mno chemist. . . how can | tell?... Itisvery complicated.”

Petar laughed and took Joze'swater glass from the nightstand. "That's not so hard to find out.” he
said, and dipped it into the pot. He raised the haf-filled glass, sniffed at it, then took asip and puckered
hislips. "Tasteslike ordinary seawater to me, but there's another taste, sort of bitter.”



Joze took the glassfrom him. "This could be dangerous,” the doctor protested, but they ignored him.
Y es, sdt water, hot salt water with asharpnesstoit. "It tastes like more than atrace of iodine. Can you
test for the presence of iodine, Doctor?"

"Here. .. no, it isquite complicated. In the [aboratory with the correct equipment—" hisvoicetrailed
off as he opened his bag on the table and groped through it. He brought his hand out empty. "In the
laboratory.”

"We have no laboratory or any other assstance, Doctor. We will have to be satisfied with what we
have here, ordinary seawater will haveto do."

"I'll get abucket and fill thetub,” Petar said.

"Good. But don't fill the bathtub yet. Bring the water into the kitchen and well hest it, then pour it in."

"Right." Petar brushed past the silent and staring priest and was gone. Joze looked a Father Perc
and thought of the people of the village.

"Stay here, Doctor,” hesaid. "Thisaienisyour patient and | don't think anyone other than you should
come near. Just St by him.”

"Yes, of course, that iscorrect,” Dr. Bratos said relievedly, pulling the chair over and sitting down.

The breakfast fire was till burning in the big stove and flamed up when Joze did in more sticks. On
the wall hung the big copper wash-tub and he dropped it onto the stove with a clang. Behind him the
widow's bedroom door opened, but dammed shut again when he turned. Petar came in with abucket of
water and poured it into the tub.

"What are the people doing?' Joze asked.

"Just milling about and bothering each other. They won't be any trouble. If you're worried about
them, | can drive back to Osor and bring the police, or telephone someone.”

"No, | should have thought of that earlier. Right now | need you here. Y ou're the only onewho isntt
ather senileor ignorant.”

Peter smiled. 11l get some more water."

The bathtub was small and the washtub big. When the heated water was dumped in it filled it more
than halfway, enough to cover the smdl aien. There was adrain from the bathtub but no faucets: it was
usudly filled with ahose from the sink. Joze picked up the dien, cradling it likeachild in hisarms, and
carried it into the bath. The eyes were open again, following his every movement, but making no protest.
He lowered the creature gently into the water, then straightened a moment and took a deep breath.
"Helmet firgt, then well try to figure out how the suit opens.” He bent and dowly twisted the clamps.

With dl four clamps open the helmet moved freely. He opened it awide crack, ready to closeit
quickly if therewere any signs of trouble. The ocean water would be flowing in now, mixing with the dien
water, yet the creature made no complaint. After aminute Joze dowly pulled the helmet off, cradling the
alien's head with one hand so that it would not bump to the bottom of the tub.

Once the helmet was clear the pulpy crest above the eyes sprang up like a coxcomb, reaching up
over thetop of the green head. A wire ran from the helmet to ashiny bit of meta on one side of the
cresture's skull. There was an indentation there and Joze dowly pulled ametal plug out, perhaps an
earphone of somekind. The aien was opening and closing its mouth, giving aglimpse of bony yellow
ridgesinsde, and avery low humming could be heard.

Petar pressed his ear againgt the outside of the meta tube. "The thing istalking or something, | can
heer it."

"L et me have your stethoscope, Doctor," Joze said, but when the doctor did not move he dug it from
the bag himself. Y es—when he pressed it to the meta he could hear arising and faling whine, speech of
akind.

"We can't possibly understand him—not yet," he said, handing the stethoscope back to the doctor
who took it automaticdly. "We had better try to get the suit off."

Therewere no seams or fastenings visible, nor could Joze find anything when he ran hisfingers over
the smooth surface. The dien must have understood what they were doing becauseit jerkingly raised one
hand and fumbled at the meta sealing ring about the collar. With aliquid motion the suit split open down
the front, the opening bifurcated and ran down each leg. There was a sudden welling of blueliquid from



theinjured leg. Joze had aquick glimpse of green flesh, strange organs, then he spun about. "Quick,
Doctor—your bag. The creatureis hurt, that fluid might be blood, we haveto helpit.”

"What can | do?' Dr. Bratos said, unmoving. "Drugs, antiseptics—I might kill it—we know nothing
of itsbody chemidry.”

"Then don't use any of those. Thisisatraumatic injury, you can bind it up, sop the bleeding, can't
you?"

"Of course, of course," the old man said and at last his hands had familiar thingsto do, extracting
bandages and sterile gauze from his bag, tape and scissors.

Joze reached into the warm and now murky water and forced himself to reach under the green leg
and grasp the hot, green flesh. It was strange—but not terrible. He lifted the limb free of the water and
they saw a crushed gap oozing athick blue fluid. Petar turned away, but the doctor put on a pad of gauze
and tightened the bandages about it. The dien was fumbling at the discarded suit besideit in the tub,
twisting itsleg in Joze's grip. He looked down and saw it take something from the sporran container. Its
mouth was moving again, he could hear the dim buzz of itsvoice,

"What isit? What do you want?' Joze asked.

It was holding the object across its chest now with both hands: it appeared to be a book of some
kind. It might be a book, it might be anything.

Y et it was covered in ashiny substance with dark markings on it, and at the edge seemed to be made
of many sheets bound together. 1t could be abook. The leg was twisting now in Joze's grasp and the
dien's mouth was open wider, asif it were shouting.

"The bandage will get wet if we put it back into the water,” the doctor said.

"Can't you wrap adhesive tape over it, sed it in?'

"In my bag—I'll need some more."

Whilethey talked the dien began to rock back and forth, splashing water from the tub, pullingitsleg
from Joze's grasp. It till held the book in one thin, multifingered hand, but with the other oneit began to
tear at the bandagesonitsleg.

"It'shurting itsdf, stopit. Thisisterrible” the doctor said, recoiling from the tub.

Joze snatched a piece of wrapping paper from the floor.

"Youfool! Youincrediblefool!" he shouted. "These compresses you used—they're impregnated with
ulfanilamide”

"| dways use them, they're the best, American, they prevent wound infection.”

Joze pushed him aside and plunged his armsinto the tub to tear the bandages free, but the alien
reared up out of hisgrasp, sitting up above the water, its mouth gaping wide. I1ts eyes were open and
staring and Joze recoiled as a stream of water shot from its mouth. There was a gargling sound asthe
water died to atrickle, and then, asthefirst air touched the voca cords, arisng howling scream of pain.
It echoed from the plaster ceiling in inhuman agony as the creature threw itsarms wide, then fell face
forward into the water. It did not move again and, without examining it, Joze knew it was dead.

One arm was twisted back, out of the tub, still grasping the book. Slowly the fingersloosened, and
while Joze looked on numbly, unable to move, the book thudded to the floor.

"Help me" Petar said, and Joze turned to see that the doctor had fallen and Petar was knedling over
him. "He fainted, or a heart attack. What can we do?'

His anger was forgotten as Joze knedled. The doctor seemed to be breathing regularly and hisface
wasn't flushed, so perhapsit was only afainting spell. The eydidsfluttered. The priest brushed by and
looked down over Joze's shoulder.

Dr. Bratos opened his eyes, looking back and forth at the faces bent over him. "I'm sorry,” he said
thickly, then the eyes closed again asif to escgpe the sight of them.

Joze stood and found that he was trembling. The priest was gone. Wasit dl over? Perhapsthey
might never have saved the aien, but they should have done better than this. Then he saw the wet spot on
the floor and realized the book was gone.

"Father Perc!" he shouted, crying it out like an insult. The man had taken the book, the priceless
book!



Joze ran out into the hall and saw the priest coming from the kitchen. His hands were empty. With
sudden fear Joze knew what the old man had done and brushed past him into the kitchen and ran to the
stove, hurling open the door.

There, among the burning wood, lay the book. It was steaming, amost smoking asit dried, lying
open. It was obvioudy abook, there Were marks on the pages of some kind. He turned to grab up the
shove and behind him thefire exploded, sending awhite flame across the room. It had amost caught him
inthe face, but he did not think of that. Pieces of burning wood lay on the floor, and insde the stove there
was only the remains of the origind fire. Whatever substance the book had been made of was highly
inflammable onceit had dried out.

"It wasevil," the priest said from the doorway. "A Sao duh, an abomination with abook of evil. We
have been warned, such things have happened before on Earth, and dways the faithful must fight
back—"

Petar pushed in roughly past him and helped Joze to a chair, brushing the hot embersfrom hisbare
skin. Joze had not felt their burn, al he was aware of was an immense weariness.

"Why here?' he asked. "Of al placesin the world why here? A few more degreesto the west and
the creature would have come down near Trieste with surgeons, hospitals, men, facilities. Or, if it had just
stayed on its course alittle longer, it could have seen the lights, and would have landed at Rijeka.
Something could have been done. But why here?' He surged to hisfeet, shaking hisfist a nothing—and
a everything.

"Here, in this superdtition-ridden, smple-minded backwater of the country! What kind of world do
we livein where thereis afive-million-volt eectron acce erator not ahundred miles from primitive
Stupidity? That this creature should come so far, come so close. . . why, why?"

Why?

He dumped back into the chair again fedling older than he had ever felt before and tired beyond
measure. What could they have learned from this book?

He dghed, and the sgh came from so degp within him that his whole body trembled as though
shaken by awful fever.

The Repairman

The Old Man had that ook of intense glee on hisface that meant someone wasin for avery rough
time. Since we were aone, it took no greet feat of intelligence to figure it would be me. | talked firgt, bold
attack being the best defense and so forth.

"I quit. Don't bother telling me what dirty job you have cooked up, because | have aready quit and
you do not want to reveal company secretsto me.”

The grin was even wider now and he actudly chortled as he thumbed a button on his console. A
thick lega document did out of the ddlivery dot onto his desk.

"Thisisyour contract," he said. "It tells how and when you will work. A sted-and-vanadium-bound
contract that you couldn't crack with amolecular disrupter.”

| leaned out quickly, grabbed it and threw it into the air with asingle motion. Beforeit could fal, |
had my Solar out and, with awide-angle shot, burned the contract to ashes.

The Old Man pressed the button again and another contract did out on his desk. If possible, the
smilewas till wider now.

"| should have said a duplicate of your contract—Ilike this one here." He made aquick note on his
secretary plate. "'l have deducted thirteen credits from your salary for the cost of the duplicate—as well
asahundred-credit finefor firing aSolar ingde abuilding.”

| dumped, defeated, waiting for the blow to land. The Old Man fondled my contract.

"According to this document, you can't quit. Ever. | therefore| havealittlejob | know you'l enjoy.
Repair job. The Centauri beacon has shut down. It'saMark 111 beacon. ..."



"What kind of beacon?' | asked him. | have repaired hyperspace beacons from one arm of the
galaxy to the other and was sure | had worked on every type or mode made. But | had never heard of
thiskind.

"Mark 111," the Old Man repeated with dy humor. "I never heard of it either until Records dug up the
specs. They found them buried in the back of their oldest warehouse. Thiswas the earliest type of
beacon ever built—by Earth, no less. Congdering itslocation on one of the Proxima Centauri planets, it
might very wdll be thefirst beacon.”

| looked at the blueprints he handed me and felt my eyes glaze with horror. "It'samonstrosity! It
looks morelike adidtillery than a beacon—it must be at least afew hundred metershigh. I'ma
repairman, not an archaeologist. Thispile of junk isover two thousand years old. Just forget about it and
build anew one."

The Old Man leaned over hisdesk, breathing into my face. "It would take ayear to ingtal anew
beacon—besides being too expensve—and thisrdlic is one of the main routes. We have ships making
fifteen-light-year detours now."

He leaned back, wiped his hands on his handkerchief and gave me Lecture Forty-four on Company
Duty and My Troubles.

"This department is officidly called Maintenance and Repair, when it really should be called
Troubleshooting. Hyperspace beacons are made to last forever—or damn close to it. When one of them
bresks down, it is never an accident, and repairing the thing is never amaiter of just plugging in anew
He wastdlling me—the guy who did the job while he sat back on hisfat paycheck inan
ar-conditioned office.

Herambled on. "How | wish that weredl it took! | would have afleet of parts shipsand junior
mechanicsto ingtdl them. But it'snot likethat a al. | have afleet of expensive shipsthat are equipped to
do dmost anything—manned by abunch of irresponsibleslike you."

| nodded moodily at his pointing finger.

"How | wish | could fireyou al! Combination space jockeys, mechanics, engineers, soldiers, con
men and anything else it takesto do the repairs. | have to browbeet, bribe, blackmail and bulldoze you
thugsinto doing asimplejob. If you think you're fed up, just think how | fed. But the ships must go
through! The beacons must operate!

| recognized this deathless line as the curtain speech and crawled to my feet. He threw the Mark 111
file at me and went back to scratching in his papers. Just as| reached the door, he looked up and
impaed meon hisfinger again.

"And don't get any fancy ideas about jumping your contract. We can attach that bank account of
yourson Algol 11 long before you could draw the money out.”

| smiled, alittleweakly, I'm afraid, asif | had never meant to keep that account a secret. His spies
were getting more efficient every day. Walking down the hal, | tried to figure away to transfer the money
without his catching on—and knew at the same time he was figuring away to outfigure me.

It wasall very depressing so | stopped for adrink, then went on to the spaceport.

By the time the ship was serviced, | had a course charted. The nearest beacon to the broken-down
Proxima Centauri beacon was on one of the planets of Beta Circinus and | headed therefirgt, ashort trip
of only about nine daysin hyperspace.

To understand the importance of the beacons, you have to understand hyperspace. Not that many
people do, but it is easy enough to understand that in this nonspace the regular rules don't apply. Speed
and measurements are ameatter of relationship, not congtant factslike the fixed universe.

Thefirgt shipsto enter hyperspace had no place to go—and no way to even tell if they had moved.
The beacons solved that problem and opened the entire universe. They're built on planets and generate
tremendous amounts of power. This power isturned into radiation that is punched through into
hyperspace. Every beacon has a code signa as part of its radiation and represents ameasurable point in
hyperspace. Triangulation and quadrature of the beacons worksfor navigation—only it followsits own
rules. The rules are complex and variable, but they are il rulesthat anavigator can follow.



For ahyperspace jump, you need at least four beacons for an accurate fix. For long jumps,
navigators use as many as seven or eight. So every beacon isimportant and every one hasto keep
operating. That iswhere | and the other troubleshooters camein.

Wetravel in wel-stocked shipsthat carry alittle bit of everything; only one man to aship because
that isall it takesto operate the overly efficient repair machinery. Dueto the very nature of our job, we
spend most of our time just rocketing through normal space. After al when a beacon breaks down, how
doyoufindit?

Not through hyperspace. All you can do is gpproach as close as you can by using other beacons,
then finish thetrip in norma space. This can take months, and often does.

Thisjob didn't turn out to be quite that bad. | zeroed the Beta Circinus beacon and ran a complicated
eight-point problem through the navigator, using every beacon | could get an accurate fix on. The
computer gave me a course with an estimated point of arrival aswell asabuilt-in safety factor | never
could diminate from the machine.

| would much rather take a chance of bresking through near some star than spend time just barreling
through norma space, but gpparently Tech knowsthis, too. They had a safety factor built into the
computer so you couldn't end up inside a sun no matter how hard Y OU tried. I'm sure there was no
humanenessin thisdecison. They Just didn't want lose the ship.

It was atwenty-hour jump, ship'stime, and | came through in the middle of nowhere. The robot
anayzer chuckled to itself and scanned dl the stars, comparing them to the spectra of Proxima Centauri.
It finally rang abell and blinked alight. | peeped through the eyepiece.

A last reading with the photocell gave me the apparent magnitude and a comparison with its absolute
magnitude showed its distance. Not as bad as | had thought—a six-week run, give or take afew days.
After feeding a course tape into the robot pilot, | strapped into the acceleration tank and went to deep.

Thetimewent fagt. | rebuilt my camerafor about the twentieth time and just about finished a
correspondence course in nucleonics. Most repairmen take these courses. They haveavauein
themsalves, because you never know what bit of odd information will comein handy. Not only thet, the
company grades your pay by the number of speciatiesyou can handle. All this, with some ail painting
and free-fal workouts in the gym, passed thetime. | was ad egp when the darm went off that announced
planetary distance.

Panet Two, where the beacon was situated according to the old charts, was a mushy-looking, wet
kind of globe. | worked hard to make sense out of the ancient directions and finally located theright area.
Staying outside the atmosphere, | sent aFlying Eye down to look things over. In thisbusiness, you learn
early when and whereto risk your own skin. The Eye would be good enough for the preliminary survey.

The old boys had enough brains to choose atraceable Site for the beacon, equidistant on aline
between two of the most prominent mountain peaks. | located the peaks easily enough and started the
Eye out from the first peak and kept on a course directly toward the second. There was anose and atail
radar inthe Eye and | fed their sgnalsinto a scope as an amplitude curve. When the two pesaks
coincided, | spun the Eye controls and dived the thing down.

| cut out the radar and cut in the nose orthicon and sat back to watch the beacon appear on the
screen.

Theimage blinked, focused—and agreat damn pyramid swam into view. | cursed and whedled the
Eyein circles, scanning the surrounding country. It wasflat, marshy bottomland without abump. The only
thing within aten-mile circle was this pyramid—and that definitely wasn't my beacon.

Or wasit?

| dived the Eye lower. The pyramid was a crude-looking thing of undressed stone, without carvings
or decorations. There was a shimmer of light from the top and | took a closer ook at it. On the peak of
the pyramid was ahollow basin filled with water. When | saw that, something clicked in my mind.

Locking the Eyein acircular course, | dug through the Mark I11 plans—and there it was. The beacon
had a precipitating field and abasin on top of it for water,- this was used to cool the reactor that
powered the mongtrogity. If the water was il there, the beacon was still there—insde the pyramid. The
natives, who, of course, weren't even mentioned by the idiots who constructed the thing, had built anice



heavy, thick stone pyramid under the beacon.

| took another look at the screen and redlized that | had locked the Eye into acircular orbit about
twenty feet above the pyramid. The summit of the stone pile was now covered with lizards of sometype,
gpparently thelocd life form. They had what looked like throwing stones and arbal ests and were trying
to shoot down the Eye; acloud of rocks and arrows was flying in every direction.

| pulled the Eye straight up and away and threw it in the control circuit that would return it
automaticaly to the ship.

Then | went to the galley for along strong drink. My beacon was not only locked insde amountain
of handmade stone, but | managed to irritate the things who had built the pyramid. Thiswas clearly
designed to drive a stronger man than meto the bottle.

Normaly, arepairman stays away from native cultures. They are poison. Anthropologists may not
mind being dissected for their science, but a repairman wants to make no sacrifices of any kind for his
job. For this reason, most beacons are built on uninhabited planets. If abeacon hasto go on a planet
with aculture, it isusudly built in someinaccessble place.

Why this beacon had been built within reach of the local claws, | had yet to find out. But that would
comeintime. Thefirst thing to do was to make contact. To make contact, you have to know the local
language.

And for that, | had long before worked out a system that was fool proof.

| had a Pryeye of my own congtruction. It looked like a piece of rock about afoot long. Once on the
ground, it would never be noticed, though it was alittle disconcerting to seeit float by. | located alizard
town about athousand kilometers from the pyramid and dropped the Eye. It swished down and landed
at night in the bank of thelocal mud wallow. Thiswas favorite spot that drew agood crowd during the
day. In the morning, when the first wallowers arrived, | flipped on the recorder.

After about five of theloca days, | had asea of native conversation in my memory bank of the
machine trandator and had tagged afew expressons. Thisisfairly easy to do when you have amachine
memory to work with. One of the lizards gargled at another one and the second one turned around. |
tagged the expression with the phrase 'Hey, George!" and waited my chanceto useit. Later the same
day, | caught one of them done and shouted "Hey, George!" a him. It gurgled out through the speaker in
theloca tongue and he turned around.

When you get enough reference phrasesin the memory bank, the MT brain takes over and starts
filling in the missing pieces. Assoon asthe MT could give arunning trandation of any conversation it
heard, | figured it was time to make contact.

| found him easily enough. He was the Centurian version of agoat boy and he herded a particularly
loathsome form of locd life, in the swamps outside the town. | had one of the working Eyesdig acavein
an outcropping of rock and wait for him.

When he passed next day, | whispered into the mike: "Welcome, O Goat Boy Grandson! This your
grandfather's spirit speaking from paradise.” Thisfitted in with what | could make out of the locdl religion.

Goat Boy stopped asif he'd been shot. Before he could move, | pushed a switch and ahandful of the
locd currency, wampum-type shells, rolled out of the cave and landed at hisfedt.

"Hereis some money from paradise, because you have been agood boy." Not redlly from
paradise—| had lifted it from the treasury the night before. " Come back tomorrow and well talk some
more.” | called after the fleeing figure. | was pleased to notice that he took the cash before taking off.

After that, Grandpain paradise had many heart-to-heart talks with Grandson, who found the
heavenly loot more than he could resist. Grandpa had been out of touch with things since his death and
Goat Boy heppily filled himin.

| learned all 1 needed to know of the history, past and recent, and it wasn't nice.

In addition to the pyramid being around the beacon, there was anicelittle religious war going on
around the pyramid.

It dl began with the land bridge. Apparently the local lizards had been living in the distant swvamps
when the beacon had been built, but the builders hadn't thought much of them. They were alow type and
confined to adistant continent. The idea that the race would devel op and might reach this continent never



occurred to the beacon mechanics. Which is, of course, what happened.

A little geological turnover, aswampy land bridge formed in the right spot, and the lizards began to
wander up Beacon Vdley. And found rdligion. A shiny metal temple out of which poured a constant
stream of magic water—the reactor-cooling water pumped down from the atmosphere condenser on the
roof. The radioactivity in the water didn't hurt the natives. It caused mutations that bred in time.

A city was built around the temple and, through the centuries, the pyramid was put up around the
beacon. A specia branch of the priesthood served the temple. All went well until one of the priests
violated the temple and destroyed the holy waters. There had been revolt, strife, murder and destruction
sincethen. But gtill the holy waters would not flow. Now armed mobs fought around the temple each day
and anew band of priests guarded the sacred fount.

And | had to walk into the middle of that messand repair the thing.

It would have been easy enough if we were dlowed alittle mayhem. | could have had alizard fry,
fixed the beacon and taken off. Only "native lifeforms' were quite well protected. There were spy cdlls
onmy ship, al of which | hadn't found, that would cheerfully rat on mewhen | got back.

Diplomacy was cdled for. | sighed and dragged out the plastifresh equipment.

Working from 3-D snaps of Grandson, | modeled a passable reptile head over my own features. It
wasalittle short in the jaw, me not having one of their toothy mandibles, but that wasal right. | didnt
haveto look exactly like them, just something close, to soothe the native mind. It'slogicd. If | werean
ignorant aborigine of Earth and | ran into a Spican, who looks like atwo-foot gob of dried shellac, |
would immediately leave the scene. However, if the Spican was wearing asuit of plastifresh that looked
remotely humanoid, | would at least stay and talk to him. Thiswaswhat | was aiming to do with the
Centaurians.

When the head was done, | peded it off and attached it to an attractive suit of green pladtic,
completewith tail. | wasredly glad they had tails. The lizards didn't wear clothesand | wanted to take
aong alot of eectronic equipment. | built thetall over ametal frame that anchored around my waist.
Then| filled the framewith al the equipment | would need and began to wire the suit.

When it wasdone, | tried it oninfront of afull-length mirror. It was horrible but effective. Thetall
dragged me down in the rear and gave me a duck waddle, but that only hel ped the resemblance.

That night | took the ship down into the hills nearest the pyramid, an out-of-the-way dry spot where
the amphibious natives would never go. A little before dawn, the Eye hooked onto my shoulders and we
salled straight up. We hovered above the temple at about two thousand meters, until it waslight, then
dropped down. It must have been agrand sght. The Eye was camouflaged to look like aflying lizard,
sort of acardboard pterodactyl. The dowly flapping wings obvioudy had nothing to do with our flight.
But it wasimpressive enough for the natives. Thefirst one that spotted me screamed and dropped over
on hisback. The others came running. They milled *bout and piled on top of one another, and by thetime
| had landed m the plaza fronting the temple the priesthood arrived.

| folded my armsin aregd stance. "Greetings, O noble servers °f the Great God," | said. Of course|
didn't say it out loud, just Whispered softly enough for the throat mike to catch. Thiswas radioed back to
the MT and the trand ation shot back to a speaker in my jaws.

The natives chomped and rattled and the trandation rolled out dmost ingtantly. | had the volume
turned up and the whole square echoed.

Some of the more credul ous natives prostrated themsalves and others fled screaming. One doubtful
type raised a spear, but no one esetried that after the pterodactyl eye picked him up and dropped himin
the swamp. The priests were a hard-headed ot and weren't buying any lizardsin a poke; they just stood
and muttered. | had to take the offensive again.

"Begone, O faithful steed.” | said to the Eye, and pressed the control in my pam &t the sametime.

It took off straight up a bit faster than | wanted; little pieces of wind-torn plastic rained down. While
the crowd was ogling this ascent, | walked through the temple doors.

"I would talk with you, O noble priests,” | said.

Before they could think up agood answer, | wasingde.

The temple wasasmall one built against the base of the pyramid. | hoped | wasn't breaking too many



taboos by goingin. | wasn't stopped, soit looked dl right. The temple was asingle room with a
murky-looking pool a one end. Sloshing in the pool was an ancient reptile who clearly was one of the
leaders. | waddled toward him and he gave me a cold and fishy eye, then growled something.

The MT whispered into my ear, "Just what in the name of the thirteenth sin are you and what are you
doing here?'

| drew up my scaly figurein anoble gesture and pointed toward the celling. "1 come from your
ancestorsto help you. | am hereto restore the Holy Waters.”

Thisraised abuzz of conversation behind me, but got no rise out of the chief. He sank dowly into the
water until only his eyeswere showing. | could dmost hear the whed turning behind that moss-covered
forehead. Then he lunged up and pointed adripping finger a me.

"You arealiar! You are no ancestor of ourst We will—"

"Stop!" | thundered before he got so far in that he couldn't back out. "1 said your ancestors sent me
as emissary—| am not one of your ancestors. Do not try to harm me or the wrath of those who have
Passed On will turn againgt you."

When | said this, | turnedto jab aclaw at the other priests using the motion to cover my flicking a
coin grenade toward them. It blew anice hole in the door with a great show of noise and smoke.

The Fird Lizard knew | was talking sense then and immediately caled amesting of the shamans. It,
of course, took place in the public bathtub and | had to join them there. We jawed and gurgled for about
an hour and settled al the mgor points. | found out that they were new priests, the previous ones had all
been boiled for |etting the Holy Waters cease.

| explained that | was there only to help them restore the flow of the waters. They bought this,
tentatively, and we all heaved out of the tub and trickled muddy paths acrossthe floor. Therewasa
bolted and guarded door that led into the pyramid proper. While it was being opened, the First Lizard
turned to me.

"Undoubtedly you know of therule," he said. "Because the old priests did pry and peer, it was
ordered henceforth that only the blind could enter the Holy of Holies." I'd swear he was smiling, if thirty
teeth peeking out of what looked like a crack in an old suitcase can be caled smiling.

Hewas dso sgnding to him an underpriest who carried a brazier of charcoal complete with red-hot
irons. All I could do was stand and watch as he stirred up the coals, pulled out the ruddiest iron and
turned toward me. He was just drawing a bead on my right eyebal when my brain got back in gear.

"Of course" | sad, "blinding isonly right. But in my case you will haveto blind me before | leavethe
Holy of Holies, not now. | need my eyesto see and mend the Fount of Holy Waters. Once the waters
flow again, | will laugh as| hurl mysdf onthe burningiron.”

Hetook agood thirty secondsto think it over and had to agree with me. Theloca torturer sniffled a
bit and threw alittle more charcoa on thefire. The gate crashed open and | stalked through; then it
banged to behind me and | was donein the dark.

But not for long—there was a shuffling nearby and | took a chance and turned on my flash. Three
priests were groping toward me, their eye sockets red pits of burned flesh. They knew what | wanted
and led the way without aword.

A crumbling and cracked stone stairway brought us up to asolid meta doorway labeled in archaic
script MARK m BEACON AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY . The overly trusting builders
counted on the Sign to do thewholejob, for there wasn't atrace of alock on the door. One lizard merely
turned the handle and we were inside the beacon.

| unzipped the front of my camouflage suit and pulled out the blue-Prints. With the faithful priests
stumbling after me | found that there Was aresidue of chargein the emergency batteries, just enough to
giveadim light. The meters and indicatorslooked to be in good shape; if anything, unexpectedly bright
from congtant polishing. | checked the readings carefully and found just what | had suspected.

One of the eager lizards had managed to open the circuit box and had polished the switchesinside.
While doing this, he had thrown one of the switches and that had caused the trouble.

Rather, that had started the trouble. It wasn't going to be ended by just reversing the water-vave
switch. Thisvalve was supposed to be used only for repairs, after the pile had been damped. When the



water was cut off with the pile in operation, it had started to overheat and the automatic safeties had
dumped the charge down the pit.

| could start the water again easily enough, but there was no fud |eft in the reactor.

| wasn't going to play with the fuel problem at all. It would be far easier to ingtal anew power plant.
| had one in the ship that was about atenth of the size of the ancient bucket of bolts. Before | sent for it, |
checked over the rest of the beacon. In two thousand years there should be some sort of wear.

The old boys had built well, I'll give them credit for that. Ninety percent of the machinery had no
moving parts and had suffered no wear whatever. Other parts they beefed up figuring they would wesr,
but dowly. The water-feed pipe from the roof for example. The pipewalswere a |east three meters
thick—and the pipe opening itself no bigger than my head. There were some things | could do, though,
and | madealist of parts.

The parts, the new power plant and afew other odds and ends were chuted into a neat pile on the
ship. | checked dl the parts by screen before they wereloaded into asmall metal crate. In the darkest
hour before dawn, the heavy-duty Eye dropped the crate outside the temple and darted away without
being seen.

| watched the priests thorough the Pryeye while they tried to open it. When they had given up, |
boomed orders at them through a speaker in the crate. They spent most of the day swesting the heavy
box up through the narrow temple stairsand | enjoyed agood deep. It was resting insde the beacon
door when | woke up.

Therepair didn't take long, though there was plenty of groaning from the blind lizards when they
heard me ripping the wall open to get to the power leads. | even hooked a gadget to the water pipe so
their Holy Waterswould have the usua refreshing radioactivity when they started flowing again. The
moment thiswas al finished, | did the job they waited for.

| threw the switch that started the water flowing again.

There were afew minutes while the water began to gurgle down through the dry pipe. Then aroar
came from outside the pyramid that must have shaken its sone walls. Shaking my hands once over my
head, | went down for the eye-burning ceremony.

The blind lizards were waiting for me by the door and looked even unhappier than usua. When |
tried the door, | found out why—it was bolted and barred from the other side.

"It has been decided.” alizard said, "that you shal remain here forever and tend to the Holy Waters.
Wewill stay with you and serve your every need.”

A ddlightful prospect, eternity spent in alocked beacon with three blind lizards. In spite of their
hospitdity, | couldn't accept.

"What! Y ou dare interfere with the messenger of your ancestors!” | had the speaker on full volume
and the vibration dmost shook my head off.

Thelizards cringed and | set my Solar for anarrow beam and ran it around the doorjamb. There was
agreat crunching and banging from the junk piled againgt it, and then the door swung free. | threw it
open. Before they could protest, | had pushed the priests out through it.

Therest of their clan showed up at the foot of the stairs and made a great ruckuswhile | finished
welding the door shut. Running through the crowd, | faced up to the First Lizard in histub. He sank
dowly benegth the surface.

"What lack of courtesy!" | shouted. He made little bubblesin the water. " The ancestors are annoyed
and have decided to forbid entrance to the Inner Temple forever; though, out of kindness, they will let the
watersflow. Now | must return—on with the blinding ceremony!”

The torture-master was too frightened to move, so | grabbed out hishot iron. A touch on the side of
my face dropped asted plate over my eyes, under the plastiskin. Then | jammed theiron hard into my
phony eye sockets and the plastic gave off an authentic odor. A cry went up from the crowd as|
dropped the iron and staggered in blind circles. | must admit it went off pretty well.

Before they could get any more bright idess, | threw the switch and my plagtic pterodactyl sailed in
through the door.

| couldn't seeit, of course, but | knew it had arrived when the grapplesin the claws latched onto the



sted plates on my shoulders. | had got turned around after the eye burning and my flying beast hooked
onto me backward. | had meant to sail out bravely, blind eyesfacing into the sunset. Instead, | faced the
crowd as | soared away, S0 | made the most of abad situation and threw them a snappy military saute.
Then | wasout in the fresh air and away.

When | lifted the plate and poked holesin the seared plagtic, | could see the pyramid growing smaller
behind me, water gushing out of the base and a happy crowd of reptiles sporting in its radioactive rush. |
counted off on my talonsto seeif | had forgotten anything.

One: The beacon was repaired.

Two: The door was sedled, so there should be no more sabotage, accidental or deliberate.

Three: The priest should be satisfied. The water was running again, my eyes had been duly burned
out, and they were back in business. Which added up to—

Four: Thefact that they would probably et another repairman in, under the same conditions, if the
beacon conked out again. At least | had done nothing, like butchering afew of them, that would make
them antagonistic toward future ancestral messengers.

| stripped off my tattered lizard suit back in the ship, very glad it would be some other repairman who
would get thejob.

Pressure

The tenson inside the ship rose as the pressure outside increased— and at the same rate. Perhapsit
was because Nissm and Aldo had nothing at al to do. They had time to think too much. They would
glance at the pressure gauges and then quickly away, reluctantly repesating this action over and over. Aldo
knotted his fingers and was uncomfortably aware of the cold dampness of his skin, while Nissm
chain-smoked cigarette after cigarette. Only Stan Brandon—the man with the responsibility—stayed
cam and dert. While he studied hisinstruments he gppeared completely relaxed, and when he made an
adjustment on the controls there was a certain dash to his actions. For some reason thisinfuriated the
other men, though neither would admit it.

"The pressure gauge hasfailed!” Nissm gasped, leaning forward againgt the restraint of his safety
harness. "It reads zero."

"It's supposed to, Doc, built that way," Stan said, smiling. He reached over and flicked aswitch. The
needle jumped while the scale reading changed. " Only way to measure these kind of pressures. Chunks
of metd and crystal in the outer hull, different compressibilities, and they compressto destruction. So we
switch to the next one—"

"Yes, yes, | know dl that."

Nissm contained histemper and dragged heavily on his cigarette. Of course he had been told about
the gauges during the briefings. For an ingtant thereit had just dipped his mind. The needle once more
moved in steady pace up the scale. Nissim looked at it, looked away, thought about what was outside
this seamless, windowless meta sphere, then, in spite of himsalf, glanced back at the did again and felt
the dampness on the pams of his hands. Nissm Ben-Haim, leading physicist a the University of Tel
Aviv, had too much imagination.

So did Aldo Gabridlli and he knew it; he wished that he had something to do besides watch and wait.
Dark-haired, swarthy, with a magnificent nose, he looked typicaly Itdian and was an € eventh-generation
American. His position in eectronic engineering was a secure as Nissm'sin physics—if not better. He
was consdered a genius whose work with the scantron amplifier had revolutionized matter transmitter
mechanics. He was scared.

The C. Huygensfel down through the thickening atimosphere of Saturn. That wasthe ship's officia
name, but the men who had assembled her at Saturn One called the vehicle smply "the Bal." Essentidly
that isjust what it was, asolid meta sphere with wallsten metersthick, enclosing the rdlatively minuscule
gpacein its center. The immense, wedge-shaped sections had been cast in the asteroid belt and sent to



the Saturn One satdllite Sation for assembly. There, in high orbit, with the unbdievable beauty of therings
and the great bulk of the planet hanging above them, the Ball had taken shape. Molecular welding had
joined the sectionsinto a seamlesswhole, and, just before the final wedge had been did into place, the
MT screen had been carefully placed inside. When the last piece had been joined to the others the only
access to the center of the Bal was through the matter transmitter. Once the welders, with their
destroying radiation, were through, thefinal construction could begin. The specidly consiructed large M T
screen had been built under the floor, on which was soon mounted the supplies, atmosphere equipment,
and gpparatus that made the Ball livable for men. Then the controlswere ingtdled, aswell asthe externa
tanks and jets that transformed it into an atomic-engined space vessdl. Thiswas the ship that would drop
down to the surface of Saturn.

Eighty years previoudy the C. Huygens could not have been built since the pressure-compacted
alloys had not yet been developed. Forty-two years earlier it could not have been assembled because
molecular welding had not been invented. Ten years ago the unpierced hull could not have been used
snce that was when atomic differentiation had first been made practical. No wires or wave guides
weakened the solidity of the metal hull of the Bdll. Instead, areas of differentiation passed through the
aloy, chemicdly and physicaly the same asthe meta around them, yet capable of carrying separate
eectricimpulses. Taken in its entirety, the Ball was atribute to the expanding knowledge of mankind.
Taking the three men to the bottom of Saturn's twenty-thousand-mile-deep atmosphere, it was a sealed
prison cdl.

All of them had been conditioned againgt claustrophobia, yet till they felt it.

"Comein control, how do you read me?' Stan said into his microphone, then switched to receive
with aquick movement of hisjaw against the switch. There was afew seconds delay asthe recording
tape clicked out through the M T screen and the return tape rolled into hisreceiver.

"One and three," the speaker hissed, asbilant edgeto dl the sounds.

"That's the beginning of the sgma effect,” Aldo said, hishands il for the first time. He looked
ddiberately at the pressure gauge. “ A hundred thirty-five thousand atmospheres, that's the usua depth
whereit begins”

"l want to look at the tape that came through,” Nissim said, grinding out his cigarette. He reached for
hisharnessrelease.

"Don't do that, Doc," Stan said, raising awarning hand. "This has been asmooth drop so far but it's
sure to get bumpy soon. Y ou know what the winds in this atmosphere must belike. So far weve beenin
some kind of jet stream and moving laterdly with it. That's not going to last forever. I'll have them send
another tape through your repester.”

"It will take only amoment,” Nissm said, but his hand hesitated on the release.

"Y ou can break your skull quicker than that,” Stan said and, asif to verify hiswords, theimmense
bulk of the Ball surged violently sdeways, tipping asit did so. The two scientists clung to their couches
whilethe pilot rightened the ship.

"Y ou're an accurate prophet of doom.” Aldo said. "Do you dispense good omens aswel |7

"Only on Tuesdays, Doc," Stan answered imperturbably as the pressure gauge died again and he
switched to the next tranamitter. "Rate of fal steedy.”

"Thisistaking an inferndly long time," Nissm complained, lighting acigarette.

"Twenty thousand milesto the bottom, Doc, and we don't want to hit too hard."

"l am wdl acquainted with the thickness of Saturn's atmosphere,” Nissm said angrily. "And could
you refrain from calling me Doc? If for no other reason than that you address Doctor Gabrielli in the
same way, and a certain confusion results.”

"Right you are, Doc.” The pilot turned and winked as he heard the physicist's angry gasp. "That was
just ajoke. Werre dl in the same boat so we can dl be cobbersjust like at home. Cdl me Stanand I'll
cal you Nissm. And what about you, Doc, going to be Aldo?!

Aldo Gabridli pretended that he did not hear. The pilot was an infuriating man. "What isthat?' he
asked as a continuous, faint vibration began to shake the Ball.

"Hard to tell," the pilot answered, throwing switches rapidly, then examining the results on his



screens. " Something out there, clouds ttiaybe, that we're moving through. Varying impacts on the hull.”

"Cryddlization,” Nissm said, looking at the pressure gauge. "The top of the amosphereistwo
hundred and ten degrees below zero Fahrenheit, but up there the low vapor pressure prevents freezing.
The pressure is much higher now. We must be falling through clouds °f methane and ammoniacrystals—"

"I'vejust lost my last radar,” Stan said. "Carried away."

"We should have had television pickups, we could see what isout there.” Nissm said.

"Seewhat?" Aldo asked. "Hydrogen clouds with frozen crystasin them? They would have been
destroyed like the other instruments. The radio dtimeter isthe only instrument that's essentid .”

"And it'sworking fine," Stan announced happily.

"Still too high for areading, but it'sin the green. Should be; it'san integrd part of the hull.”

Nissm sipped from the water tube on the sde of his couch. Aide's mouth was suddenly dry ashe
saw thisand he drank, too. The endlessfal continued.

"How long have | been adeep?’ Nissm asked, surprised that he had actudly dropped off despite the
tenson.

"Just afew hours," Stan told him. "Y ou seemed to enjoy it. Snored like awater buffao.”

"My wife always saysacamd." He looked at hiswatch. "Y ou've been awake for over seventy-two
hours. Don't you fed it?"

"No. I'll catch up later. I've got pills here, and it's not the firgt time that I've pulled along watch.”

Nissm settled back on the couch and saw that Aldo was muittering figuresto himsalf while he
worked out a problem on his hand calculator. No sensation can be experienced indefinitely, he thought,
even fear. We were both bloody frightened up there, but it can't go on forever.

Hefet adight tremble of emotion as he looked at the pressure gauge, but it passed quickly.

"It reads solid," Stan said, "but the height keeps shifting." There were dark smears, like arcs of soot,
under hiseyes, and he had been on drugs for the last thirty hours.

"It must beliquid ammoniaand methane," Nissm said. " Or semi-liquid, changing back and forth from
gasto liquid. God knows, anything is possible with those pressures outside. Just under amillion
atmogpheres. Unbdlievable.”

"l believeit," Aldo told him. "Can we move laterdly and perhaps find something solid underneath
US>

"I've been doing that for the last hour. We either have to sink into that soup, or hop up again for
another drop. I'm not going to try and balance her on her jets, not with the G'swe have waiting for us out
there”

"Do we havefud for ahop?'

"Yes, but | want to hold it for areserve. We're down close to thirty percent.”

"| voteto take the plunge” Nissm said. "If thereisliquid down thereit probably coversthe entire
surface. With these pressures and the wind I'm sure that any irregularities would be scoured flat in a
relatively short geologicd time."

"l don't agree," Aldo said. "But someone ese can investigate that. | vote to drop on the fuel Situation
done”

"Three to nothing then, gents. Down we go."

The steady descent continued. The pilot dowed the immense weight of the Ball asthey approached
the shifting interface, but there was no unusua buffeting when they entered the liquid because the change
was so gradual.

"I have areading now,” Stan said, excited for thefirst time. "It's holding steady at fifteen kilometers.
There may be abottom to dl this after al.”

The other two men did not talk asthe drop continued, fearful of distiracting the pilot. Y et thiswasthe
easiest part of the voyage. The lower they sank the less the disturbance around them. At one kilometer
there was no buffeting or sideways motion in the dightest. They fell dowly as the bottom approached. At
five hundred meters Stan turned over the landing to the computer and, hand poised, stood ready to take
command should there be difficulties. The engines blasted lightly, cut off, and, with asingle grinding thud,
they were down. Stan flipped the override and killed the engines.



"That'sit," he said, gtretching hugely. "Weve landed on Saturn. And that cdlsfor adrink.” He
mumbled a complaint when he discovered that it took most of his strength to push up from the chair.

"Two point six-four gravities," Nissm said, looking at the reading on the ddlicate quartz pring
balance on hisboard. "It's not going to be easy to work under al these G's."

"What we have to do shouldn't take long,” Aldo said. "Let's have that drink. Then Stan can get some
deep whilewe start onthe MT."

"I'll buy that. My job is done and I'm just a spectator until you boys get me home. Hereésto us." They
raised their glasses with difficulty and drank.

The burden of the more-than-doubled gravity had been anticipated. Aldo and the pilot changed
accel eration couches so that the engineer could face the instrument panels and the M T screen. When the
restraining catches were released, Nissm's couch a so swung about so that he could reach the screen.
Before these preparations were finished Stan had flattened his couch and was soundly adeep. The other
two men did not notice: they were now ableto start on their part of the misson. Aldo, astheMT
specidist, made the preparatory tests while Nissm watched closdly.

"All the remotes we sent down devel oped sigma effect before they had penetrated afifth of the
atmosphere,” Aldo said, plugging in the test instruments. " Once the effect was strong enough we lost all
control and we have never had an accurate track past the halfway mark. We'vejust lost contact with
them." He checked dl the readings twice and |eft the wave form on the scope when he sank back to rest
histired back and arms.

"Thewavelooksright,” Nissm said.

"Itis. Soiseverything se. Which meansthat one haf of your theory, & least, is correct.”

"Wonderful!" Nissm said, smiling for thefirst time since they had begun the flight. Hisfists clenched
as he thought of the verba drubbings he would administer to the other physicists who had been rash
enough to disagree with him. "Then the error isnot in the transmitter?”

"Absolutdy."

"Then let'stransmit and seeif the Sgnal getsthrough. The receiver istuned and waiting."

"C. Huygens cdling Saturn One, come in. How do you read me?"

They both watched as the transcribed tape clicked into the face of the screen and vanished; then
Aldo switched the M T to receive. Nothing happened. He waited sixty seconds and sent the message
again—with the sameresults.

"And thereisthe proof,” Nissm said happily. "Tranamitter, perfect. Receiver, perfect—we can count
on that. But no signal getting through. Therefore my spatia distortion factor must be present. Once we
correct for that, contact will be reestablished.”

"Soon, | hope," Aldo said, dightly depressed, looking up at the curved walls of their cell. "Because
until the correction is made we are staying right here, sealed into the heart of thisking-sized ball bearing.
And even if there were an exit we have no placeto go."

Stan was still exhausted when he woke up. degp under this heavy gravity wasless than satisfactory.
He yawned and shifted position, but stretching proved more debilitating than satisfying. When he turned
to the others he saw Nissm working concentratedly with his computer while Aldo held a bloodstained
handkerchief to hisnose.

"Gravity bleeding?' Stan asked. "'l better paint it with some adrendine.”

"Not gravity." Aide's voice was muffled by the cloth. "That bastard hit me."

"Right on that big beak,” Nissm said, not looking up from his computer. "It was too good atarget to
miss"

"What seemsto be the trouble?' Stan asked, glancing quickly from oneto the other. "lsn't the MT
working?'

"Noit'snot,” Aldo said warmly. "And our friend here blames mefor that and—"

"Thetheory is correct, the mechanics of gpplication arewrong.”

"—when | suggested that there might be an error or two in his equations he swung on mein afit of
infantileanger.”

Stan moved in quickly to stop the devel oping squabble, his drill-field voice drowning out the others.



"Hold on now. Don't both talk at once because | can't understand a thing. Won't someone please put
me into the picture and let me know exactly what's happening?'

"Of course," Nissm said, then waited impatiently until Aide's complaints had died down. "How much
do you know about M T theory?

"The answer issmple—nothing. I'm atorch jockey and | stick to my trade. Someone builds them,
someonefixesthem, | fly them. Would you kindly smplify?"

"I'll attempt to." Nissm pursed hislipsin thought. "Thefirgt thing you must redizeisthat an MT does
not scan and transmit like, say, atelevision transmitter does. No signd, aswe commonly think of signals,
issent. What is done is that the plane of the screen of the transmitter is placed into a state of matter that is
not apart of space aswe normally know it. The receiving screen is placed in the same condition and
tuning is accomplished once they are locked onto the same frequency. In a sense they become part of
one another and the distance of the intervening space does not matter. If you step into one you will step
out of the other without any awareness of elther time or spatia separation. | am explaining very badly."

"Y ou're doing fine, Nissm. What comes next?'

"The fact that spatia distance between tranamitter and receiver does not matter, but the condition of
that space does—"

"Y ou're beginning to lose me.”

"I'll give you anot unrelated example. Light raystrave in astraight line through space, unless
interfered with in some physica manner—refraction, reflection, so forth. But—these rays can also be
bent when they pass through an intense gravitationa field such asthat of the sun. We have noticed the
samekind of effect in MT, and corrections are dways made for the bulk of the Earth or other planetary
bodies. Another condition affecting space appears deep in the "gid soup this planet calls an atmosphere.
The incredible pressures affect the very binding energy of the atoms and stresses are produced. These
interfere with the M T relationships. Before we can move an object from one M T screen to another down
here we must make alowances and corrections for these new interferences. | have worked out the
corrections, we must now apply them.”

"Very smpletheway heexplainsit.” Aldo said distastefully, dabbing at his nose and examining the
results on his handkerchief. "But it doesn't work out that way in practice. No signals are getting through.
And our friend will not agree with me that well have to step up the strength of our output if we're ever
going to punch through al that pressurized gunk out there.”

"It'squdity not quantity!" Nissim shouted, and Stan stepped in once again.

"By that do you mean that we're going to have to unlimber the MT monster down under the floor?"

"I damned well do. That'swhy it was built in the first place, with adjustable components rather than
sedled block units.”

"It will take usamonth to move everything and well probably kill oursevestrying.” Nissm shouted.

"Not that long, | hope,” Stan said, Sitting up and trying not to groan with the effort. "And the exercise
will be good for our muscles.”

It took them amost four daysto clear away and get up the flooring, and they were over the edge of
exhaustion before they had finished. Mechanica preparations had been made with this eventudity in
mind; there were ringbolts to suspend the equipment from, and power hoiststo lift it, but a certain amount
of physical effort was still needed. In the end almost the entire floor area had been cleared and raised,
leaving aledge around the wall, on which their test equipment and couches done remained. The rest of
the floor consisted of M T screen. From the hard comfort of their couchesthey looked at it.

"A monder," Stan said. "Y ou could drop alanding barge through it.”

"It has more than size," Aldo told him, gasping for air. He could hear the hammer of blood in hisears
and was sure that his heart had suffered from the strain. "All the circuitry is beefed up, with spare circuits
and a hundred times the power-handling capacity it would need anywhere else."

"How do you dig into its guts for adjustments?| can't see anything except the screen?”

"That's deliberate.” He pointed into the threaded hole in the armor, from which they had unscrewed a
foot-thick plug. "Our operating controls are in there. Before we leave we put the plug back and it seals
itsdlf into place. To make adjustments we haveto lift up sections of the screen.”



"Am | being dense or isit the gravity? | don't understand.”

Aldo was patient. "ThisMT screen isthe whole reason for this expedition. Getting the M T to work
down hereisvital to us—but only secondary to the origina research. When we get out the technicians
will come through and replace dl the circuitry with solid-gtate, block-sealed units—then evacuate. The
upper section of the interior of the hull will be progressively weakened by automatic drills. Thisscreen
will be tuned to another MT in space above the ecliptic. Eventually the weakened Bdl will collapse,
implode, push right down on top of the screen. The screen will not be harmed because it will transmit all
the debris through into space. Then the phasing will be adjusted dowly until transmission stops. At which
point we will have access to the bottom of Saturn's sea. The cryo-genicists and high-pressure boys are
looking forward to that."

Stan nodded but Nissm was looking up at the cluttered dome above, dmost openmouthed, thinking
of that imploding mass of metd, the pressure of the poison seabehindit...

"Let'sget sarted,” he said quickly, struggling to rise. "' Get the screens up and the changes made. It's
time we were getting back."

The other men hel ped with the labor of lifting the screen segments, but only Aldo could make the
needed adjustments. He worked intensaly, cursing feebly, on the units that the remote handler placed
before him. When he was too tired he stopped and closed his eyes so he would not see Nissm'sworried
glances a him, up at the dome above, and back to him again. Stan served them food and doled out the G
drugs and stimulants with acheerful air. He talked about the varied experiences of spaceflight, which
monologue he enjoyed even if they did not.

Then the job was done, the tests completed and the last segment of screen did back into place. Aldo
reached into the control pit and pressed aswitch: the dark surface changed to the familiar shimmer of MT
operation.

"Transmitting,” he said. "Here, send this" Stan said, scribbling How do you read ud on a piece of
paper. Hethrew it far out into the center of the screen and it sank from sight. "Now receive.”

Aldo flipped the switch and the surface of the screen changed. Nothing else happened. For a
heartbest of time they watched, un-moving, not bresthing, staring at that barren surface.

Then, with smooth sinuousness, alength of recording tape sprang mto existence and, bent by itsown
weight, curved and began to pile Up. Nissm was the nearest and he reached out and grabbed it, regling
itinuntil the cut end appeared.

"It works!" Stan shouted.

"Patidly/” Nissm said coldly. "The qudity of transmission issureto be off and finer adjusmentswill
have to be made. But they can andyze at the receiving end and send us specific ingtructions.”

Hefed the tape into the player and switched it on. A booming squawking echoed from the metal
walls. It could be perceived as the sound of a human voice only with agreet effort.

"Finer adjusments.” Nissm said with asmdl amile. The amile vanished ingantly asthe Bal rocked to
one sde, then dowly returned to vertical. " Something has pushed us.” he gasped.

"Currents perhaps.” Aldo said, clutching to his couch as the motion dowly damped, "or maybe solid
floes; therésno way to tell. It's past time we got out of here.”

They werefighting againgt the unending fatigue now, but they tried to ignoreit. The end was so close
and the security of Saturn One station just astep away. Nissm computed the needed adjustments while
the other two lifted up the screen sections again and reset the components. It was the worst kind of work
to do in the more-than-doubled gravity. Y et, within asolar day they were getting sound-perfect tapes
and the samples of materias they sent back tested out correct to five decimal places. The occasiond
jarring of the Ball continued and they did their best not to think about it.

"We're ready to begin live testing now," Nissm said into the microphone. Aldo watched the tape with
these recorded words vanish into the screen and resisted astrong impulse to hurl himsdlf after it. Wait.
Soon now. He switched to receive.

"I do not think | have ever been in one placefor so long beforein my entirelife,"” Nissm said, staring,
likethe others, at the screen. "Evenin collegein lceland | went hometo Isradl every night."”

"Wetakethe MT screensfor granted,” Aldo said. "All the time we were working at Satellite Oneon



this project | commuted to New Y ork City after work. Wetakeit for granted until something like this
happens. It's eesier for you, Stan.”

"Me?' the pilot looked up, raising his eyebrows. "I'm no different. | get to New Zedland every
chance | have." His gaze went back ingtantly to the empty screen.

"I don't mean that. It's just that you are used to being donein aship, piloting, for longer times.
Maybe that's good training. Y ou don't seem as ... well, as bothered by dl thisaswe do.”

Nissm nodded silent agreement and Stan barked ashort, hard laugh.

"Don't kid yourself. When you swest, | sweet. I've just been trained different. Panic in my work and
you're dead. Panic in your work and it just meanstaking afew extra drinks before dinner to cool down.
Y ou've never had the need to exercise control so you've never bothered to learn.”

"That'sjust not true," Nissm said. "We're civilized men, not animals, with willpower—"

"Wherewas it when you popped Aldo on the begk?!

Nissm grinned wryly. "Score one for your side. | admit that | can be emotiona—but that's an
essentid part of the human existence. Y et you personally have—what should | say—yperhaps the kind of
persondlity that isnot as easily disturbed.”

"Cut me, | bleed. It'straining that keeps one from pressing the panic button. Filots have been like that
right back to the year one. | suppose they have personaitiesthat lean that way to begin with, but it's only
congtant practice that makes the control automatic. Did you ever hear the recordingsin the \VV oices of
Space series?’

The other two shook their heads, looking at the till-empty screen.

"Y ou should. Y ou can't guess the date that any recording was made to within fifty years. Training for
control and clarity isawaysthe same. The best exampleisthefirgt, thefirst man in space, Y uri Gagarin.
There are plenty of examples of hisvoice, including the very last. He was flying an amosphere craft of
some sort, and he had trouble. He could have g ected and escaped safely—but he was over a populated
area. SO herodethe craft in and killed himsdlf. Hisvoice, right up to the very end, sounded just like al of
his other recordings.”

"That'sunnatura,” Nissm said. "He must have been avery different kind of man from therest of us.”

"Y ou've missed my point completely.”

"Look!" Aldo said. They dl stopped talking as a guinea pig came up through the screen and dropped
back to its surface. Stan picked it up.

"Looksgreat,” he said. "Good fur, fine whiskers, warm. And dead.” He glanced back and forth at
their fatigue-drawn, panicked faces and smiled. "No need to worry. We don't have to go through this
instant corpse-maker yet. More adjustments? Do you want to look at the body or should | send it back
for andyss?'

Nissm turned away. "Get rid of it and get areport. One moretime should do it.”

The physiologists werefast: cause of death functiona disability in the neura axon synapses. A
common mishap in thefirst MTs, for which there was aknown correction. The correction was made,
athough Aldo passed out during it and they had to revive him with drugs. The congtant physical drain
wastdling onthemal.

"l don't know if | could facelifting those segments again,” Aldo said, amost in awhisper, and
switched to receive.

A guinea pig appeared on the screen, motionless. Then it twitched its nose and turned and wriggled
about painfully, looking for some refuge. The cheer was hoarse, weak, but till a cheer.

"Goodbye, Saturn.” Nissm said. "l have had it.”

"Agreed," Aldo said, and switched to send.

"Let'sfirst see what the docs say about the beast,” Stan said as he dropped the guinea pig back into
the screen. They dl watched it asit vanished.

"Yes, of course" Nissm spoke the words reluctantly. "A final test.”

It was along time coming and was highly unsatisfactory. They played the tape asecond time.

"... And those are the clinica reports, gentlemen. What it seemsto boil down to isthat thereisavery
microscopic dowing of some of the animal's reflexes and nerve transmission speeds. Indl truth we



cannot be sure that there has been an dteration until more tests are made with controls. We have no
recommendations. Whatever actions you take are up to you. There seemsto be generd agreement that
some evidence of disability is present, which gppearsto have had no overt effect on the animal, but no
one here will atempt to guess at its nature until the more detailed tests have been made. These will
require aminimum of forty-five hours..."

"l don't think | can liveforty-five hours” Nissm said. "My heart..."

Aldo stared at the screen. "1 can live that long, but what good will it do? 1 know | can't lift those
segments again. Thisisthe end. There's only oneway out."

"Through the screen?' Stan asked. "Not yet. We should wait out the tests. Aslong aswe can.”

"If wewait them out we're dead,” Nissm ingsted. "Aldo isright, evenif correctionsare givento us
we cant go through dl that again. Thisisit."

"No, | don't think so," Stan said, but he shut up when he redlized that they were not listening. He was
ascloseto total collapse asthey were. "Let's take a vote then, mgjority decides.”

It was aquick two to one.

"Which leaves only one remaining question,” Stan said, looking into their exhausted, parchment faces,
the mirror images of hisown. "Who bellsthe cat? Goesfirst?' There was an extended silence,

Nissm coughed. "Thereis onething clear. Aldo hasto stay because heisthe only onewho can make
adjustmentsif more are needed. Not that he physically could, but he still should bethelast to leave.”

Stan nodded agreement, then |et his chin drop back onto hischest. "I'll go dong with that; he's out as
the guinea pig. You're out, too, Dr. Ben-Haim, because from what | hear you are the bright hope of
physicstoday. They need you. But there are alot of jet jockeys around. Whenever we go through, | go
fire.”

Nissm opened his mouth to protest, but could think of nothing to say.

"Right then. Mefirgt as guineapig. But when? Now? Have we done the best we can with thisrig?
Areyou sure that you can't hold out in case further correction is needed?’

"It'safact,” Aldo sad hoarsdy. "I'm done for right now."

"A few hours, aday perhaps. But how could we work at the end of it? Thisis our last chance.”

"We must be absolutely sure,” Stan said, looking from oneto the other. "I'm no scientist, and I'm not
qudified to judge the engineering involved. So when you say that you have done the absol ute best
possiblewith the MT | have to take your word for it. But | know something about fatigue. We can go on
alot longer than you think—"

"No!" Nissm sad.

"Hear me out. We can get more lifting equipment sent through. We can rest for a couple of days
before going back on drugs. We can have rewired units sent through so that Aldo won't haveto do the
work. There arealot of things that might be doneto help.”

"None of those things can help corpses,” Aldo said, looking at the bulging arteriesin hiswrigt,
throbbing with the pressure needed to force the blood through his body under the multiplied gravity. "The
human heart can't work forever under these kind of conditions. Thereis strain, damage—and then the

"Y ou would be surprised just how strong the heart and the entire human organism can be.”

"Yours, perhaps,” Nissm said. "Y ou'retrained and fit and we, let'sfaceit, are overweight and
underexercised. And closer to death than we have ever been before. | know that | can't hold on any
longer, and if you're not going through—then I'm going mysdlf.”

"And how about you, Aldo?" Stan said.

"Nissm is speaking for me, too. If it comesto achoiceI'll take rny chances with the screen rather
than face theimposs bility of surviving here. | think the odds on the screen are much better.”

"Well then," Stan said, struggling hislegs off the couch. "There doesn't seem to be very much moreto
say. I'll see you boys back in the station. It's been good working with you both and well dl sure have
some gtoriesto tell our kids."

Aldo switched to transmit. Stan crawled to the edge of the screen. Smiling, he waved goodbye and
fell, rather than stepped out onto its surface, and vanished.



The tape emerged ingtants later and Aldo's hands shook as he fed it to the player.

"... Yes, there heis, you two help him! Hdlo, C. Huygens, Mgor Brandon has come through and he
looks awful, but I guess you know that, | mean heredly looksal right. The doctors are with him now,
talkingtohim. . . jus amoment..."

The voice faded to a distant mumble as the speaker put his hand over the microphone, and there was
along wait before he spoke again. When he did his voice was changed.

"I wanttotell you. . . it'salittle difficult. Perhaps| had better put on Dr. Kreer." There was aclatter
and adifferent voice spoke. "Dr. Kreer. We have been examining your pilot. He seems unable to talk, to
recognize anyone, athough he appears uninjured, no signs of physical trauma. | don't know quite how to
say this—but it looks very bad for him. If thisisrelated to the delayed responsesin the guineapig there
may be some connection with higher brain function. The major'sreflexestest out Al when dlowanceis
made for fatigue. But the higher capacities—speech, intelligence—they seem to be, well, missing. |
therefore order you both not to use the screen until complete tests have been made. And | am afraid |
must advise you that there isagood chance that you will have to remain alonger period and make further
adjusments..."

The end of the tape clicked through and the player turned itself off. The two men looked at each
other, horrified, then turned away when their eyes met.

"He'sdead," Nissm said. "Worse than dead. What aterrible accident. Y et he seemed so calm and
sureof himsdf..."

"Gagarin flying his craft into the ground to save some others. What el se could he have done? Could
we have expected him to panic—like us? We as much astold him to commit suicide.”

"You can't accuse us of that, Aldo!"

"Yes| can. We agreed that he had to go first. And we assured him that we were incapable of
improving the operation of the machinein our present physical condition.”

"Well. . . that'strue.

"Isit?" Nissm looked Aldo squarely in the eyesfor thefirst time. "We are going back to work now,
aren't we? We won't go through the M T asit is. So we will work on it until we have agood chance of
meking it—dive."

Aldo returned his gaze, steadily. "'l imagine we can do that. And if it istrue now—were weredly
speaking the truth when we said we would have gone through the screen first?"

"That isavery hard question to answer."

"lsn't it, though. And the correct answer isgoing to be very hard to live with. | think that we can
truthfully say that wekilled Stan Brandon.”

"Not deliberately!"

"No. Which is probably worse. Wekilled him through our inability to cope with the kind of Stuation
that we had never faced before. He was right. He was the professional and we should have listened to
him”

"Hindsight iswonderful stuff. But we could have used alittle more foresght.”

Aldo shook hishead. "I can't bear the thought that he died for absolutely no reason.”

"There was areason, and perhaps he knew it at thetime. To bring us back safely. He did everything
he could to get us dl returned without harm. But we couldn't be convinced by words. Even if he had
stayed we would have done nothing except resent him. | don't think either of us would have had the guts
to go through first. We would have just lain here and given up and died.”

"Not now wewon't.” Aldo said, struggling to hisfeet. "We are going to stick with it until the M T is
perfect and we both can get out of this. We owe him at least that much. If his death is going to have any
meaning we are both going to have to return safdly.”

"Yes, wecandoit," Nissm agreed, forcing the words through histaut, closed lips. "Now we can.”

Thework began.



Welcoming Committee

It was alousy landing. Thetall spaceship tilted, wobbled, and finally jarred into the sand with a
fin-rending crunch. Captain Moran looked &t the back of Pilot Sinkley's sweating neck and resisted the
impulseto close his hands around it.

"That wasthe worst landing | have seen since | have beeninthe service” hesaid. "Thisisarescue
miss on—so who isgoing to rescue us?'

"I'msorry ... Captain ..." Sinkley's voice shook as badly as hishands. "It wasthe glare. . . first from
thesand . . . then the cand..." Hisvoice died away like arun-down record.

There was a grinding crunch from somewhere below and emergency lights began to dance acrossthe
board. Captain Moran cursed and thumbed the telltales. Trouble. Engine room. Aft quadrant. The
intercom suddenly belched out the gravel voice of Chief Engineer Beckett.

"Some gear carried away when we landed, nothing serious. Two ratingsinjured. Out.”

The pilot sat with hisback hunched, in either prayer or fear. He had goofed and goofed badly and he
knew it. Captain Moran shot one tension-loaded glare at the back of the lowered head, then stamped out
towards the lock. Too much was going wrong and the responsibility wasdl his.

Dr. Kranolsky, the medicd officer, was dready at the lock, taking samples through the bleeder tube.
Captain Moran chewed hislip and waited while the fat little doctor fussed with hisinstruments. Thevision
plate next to the port was on and helooked &t it, at the dusty red landscape that stretched away outside.
Like aquestioning metd finger, thetal bulk of the other ship stood silhouetted against the sky.

That was the reason they had come. One year since the first ship had |eft; one year without areport
or asgnd. Thefirst ship, Argus, had carried at least aton of signaling equipment. None of it had been
used. A puzzled world had built a second interplanet ship—the Argus 1. Moran had brought her this
far—now he had to finish the job. Find out what had happened to the crew of the Argus. And get a
report back to earth.

"Moreair pressure than had expected, Captain.” Dr. Kranolsky's voice knifed through his thoughts.
"And oxygen aswdll. About equal to the top of ahigh mountain on Earth. Also, the culture platesremain
clear. Most interesting, because—"

"Doctor. Make it short and makeit clear. Can | take my men out there?"

Kranolsky stopped in mid-phrase, deflated. He had no defenses against aman like the captain.

"Yes...yes You could go outsde. Just be sure that certain precautions are followed—"

"Tdl mewhat they are. Want to get over to the Arguswhileit'sill light.”

Back on the bridge the captain started to growl through the door of the radio room, but the operator
best him to the punch.

"I'vetried to contact the Argus on dl frequencies, Captain, right down to the infrared. Nothing. Either
that ship isempty or the crew is—" He lft the sentence unfinished, but the captain's thundercloud scowl
finished it for him.

"What about search radar?' Captain Moran asked. "They might still bein the vicinity."

Sparks shook hishead in adow negative. "I've been looking at the dow sweep detail screen until |
have pips on my eyebals. Thereain't nothing out there—Earthman or Martian. And at the distance | was
using it that screen would show anything bigger than abaseball.”

Captain Moran had a decision to make and it was arough one. Almost every man aboard was
essentia to the operation of the ship. If he sent asmall party to examine the other ship they might runinto
trouble that they couldn't handle. If they didn't come back, none of them would get back to Earth. But the
only dternaiveto asmdl party wastaking the entire ship's complement. That would leave the ship
empty—Iooking just likethe Argus.

Moran chewed the problem for aminute and a half, then banged the intercom board with decision.

"Attention, ship's crew, dl ratings attention. We are going out of herein fifteen minutes—all of us.
Draw Marsuits and the wegpons Y OU can carry. Now jump.”

When they were all out on the red sand, Moran shut the massive lock door behind them and spun the



combination lock. Then, dispersed like an infantry squad, they dowly circled towardsthe Argus.

In dternate rushes they approached the lock of the other ship. It was wide open and there was no
resstance or Sgn of life. In amatter °* minutes the captain was standing under the gaping mouth of the
lock. There was complete silence except for the rustling of wind-churned sand granules. Redfaced and
panting hard, Pilot Sinkley raced “P and dammed down next to the captain.

"Concussion grenade," Moran whispered.

Sinkley fumbled one out of his chest pack and handed it to the captain. He pulled the pin, counted
dowly, then flipped it through the open port. There was ablasting roar and M oran was through the port
before the echoes died away.

Nothing. No onein 9ght and no one in the carefully searched ship. The captain went to the empty
bridge and tried to understand what had happened.

Moran was reading the log when he heard a hoarse shout from the guard he had l€eft at the lock. He
made it on adead run, dmost damming into the men crowded there. Pushing them roughly aside he
looked ouit.

There werefour of them. Four girls. Lovely asany he had ever seenif you didn't take offense at their
pale green skin.

"A welcoming committee. Boyoboy!" one of the crewmen said before Moran growled him into
dlence

Y et that was all they seemed to be. They weren't armed and seemed incapable of any offense. The
captain ingsted on their being searched, to everyone's enjoyment. Including the girls. They answered
questionsin clear and incomprehensible voices. The only information they conveyed wasthat they
wanted the spacemen to go with them. In unmistakable gestures they waved towards the cana and
beckoned the men to follow them. Captain Moran was the only one who showed any hesitation about
accepting. Hefindly posted aguard over thegirlsand caled his officers asde for a conference.

There was only one course, and they finaly took it. They had to find out about the men of the other
ship, and the green girlswere the only sgn of a possible solution. There was no sign of any other kind of
life on thered planet.

Well-armed, they went in force. The girls were bubbling with happiness at the move and the whole
thing had more of the air of a picnic than an expedition. Particularly when they found the boats moored at
the cand's edge with two or three more girlsin each boat. After a careful search that disclosed nothing,
Moran alowed his men to embark, one man to a boat.

A bardly perceptible current moved them aong and the whole expedition took on the air of apunting
trip in paradise. Captain Moran ordered and roared but it did little good. The sudden change after the
long trip was dismembering what few shards of military morae the men had | ft.

Only oneincident marred the even placidity of thetrip. Dr. Kra-nolsky—whose scientific interest
seemed to rise above his libido— was making a detailed examination of the boats. He called to the
captain, who guided his craft over until they touched.

"Something here, Captain. | have no ideawhat it might mean.”

Following the doctor's pointing finger, Captain Moran saw faintly discernible scratches on one of the
seets. Twisting and turning until the light hit them right he redlised suddenly they were letters.

"SPII. . . that'swhat it looks like. Could one of the men from the Argus have written it?

"They had to.” the doctor said excitedly. "It is beyond reason that these Martians have an aphabet so
gmilar to ours. But what can it mean?"

"It means.” Captain Moran said grimly, "that they came thisway and we had better keep our eyes
open. | don't fed safein these damn boats. At least we have the girls. Whoever or whatever is behind
thiswon't gart anything while we have them as hostages.”

Asthe hours went by the current increased; they were soon moving a a deceptively rapid speed
between the wide banks. Moran was worried and had his gun out instantly when he heard the doctor's
shout.

"Captain, | have been thinking about those | etters. They could mean only oneword. If the man who
scratched them here hadn't finished the last letter, only made the vertica mark, the word could be



SPIDER"

The captain put his gun down and scowled at the doctor. "And do you see any spiders, Doctor?
There are none in these boats and these women are the only life we have found so far. Perhaps he meant
water spiders. And if so—so what?"

Following this possibility, Dr. Kranolsky took closer notice of the water. Captain Moran shouted
ordersto his men, but the boats were drifting further gpart and some of them didn't hear him, or
pretended they didn't. He couldn't be sure, but he thought things were going on in some of the furthest
boats that were definitely against orders. Also, the current was much faster. Only the presence of the
green girlsgave him any feding of security.

There seemed to be adark spot on the horizon, dead ahead. Hetried vainly to makeit out. Dr.
Kranolsky's voice knifed irritatingly across his concentration.

"Being logica, Captain, whoever scratched thisword here thought it wasimportant. Perhaps he
never hadtimetofinishit.”

"Don't be fantastic, Doctor. There are more important things to concern oursalves with.”

For thefirst time since he had served under the captain, Dr. Kranolsky disagreed.

"No, | think thisisthe most important thing we have to concern oursaves with. If the man meant
'spider—where isthe beast? Certainly these girls are harmless enough. Or the spider web—whereis
that?' He mused for a second, his brow tight, then laughed. "1t makes methink of afantasy | had when
we gpproached Mars. The canalslooked like agiant spider web scratched on the surface of the planet.”

Moran snorted with disgust. "And | supposeif this cand isastrand of the web, these girlsare the
‘bait." And this building we are coming to isthe spider'slair. Redlly, Doctor!™

The cand swept towards the giant black structure and seemingly vanished though an openinginits
sde. They couldn't control their smdl craft and within minutes were passing under agiant archway.
Moran was frightened and to concedl hisfear he poked fun at the doctor.

"And now we arein thelair, Doctor, what do you think a planet-wide spider should look like? How
would you describe a beast that lives on aworld as an earth spider lives on an apple?”

A scream was his only answer, agood enough answer.

Words were inadeguate to describe the thing that completely filled the building.

Waiting.

Reaching for them.. ..

Heauy Duty

"But why you?" she asked.

"Becauseit happensto be my job." He clicked the last belt loop into place on his pack and shifted
weight comfortably on his shoulders.

"I don't understand why those men, the ones flying the delivery ship, why they couldn't have looked
around first. To help you out alittle bit, perhaps let you know what you were getting into. | don't think it's
far.”

"It'svery fair.” hetold her, tightening up one notch on the left shoulder strap and trying to keep his
temper. He did not like her to come here when he was leaving, but there was no easy way to stop her.
Once again he explained.

"The men who fly the contact ships have adifficult time of it just staying dive and sane, trapped in
their shipswhilethey go out to the stars. Theirsisa speciaized job, only certain men with particular
dispogtions can survive the long flight. These same characterigtics are outstandingly unsuited to planetary
contact and exploration. It iswork enough for them to do a high-level instrument and photographic
sweep, and then to drop atransmatter screen on retrojets at a suitable spot. By the time the transmatter
touches down and sends back their report they are well on their way to the next system. They've done
their job. Now I'll do mine."



"Ready for meyet, Specidist Langli?' aman asked, looking in through the ready-room door.

"Just about," Langli sad, didiking himsdf for therdief hefdt at the other'sintrusion.

"Artificer Meser, thisismy wife, Keriza"

"A great honor, Wife Keriza. Y ou must be proud of your husband.”

Meer was young and smiled when he talked, so it could be assumed that he was sincere about what
he said. He wore athroat mike and earphones and was in constant contact with the computer.

"Itisan honor," Kerizasaid, but could not prevent hersalf from adding, "but not an eternd one. This
isafirg betrotha and it expiresin afew days, while my husband is away."

"Fine" Artificer Meer said, not hearing the bitterness behind her Words. "Y ou can look forward to a
second or final when hereturns. A good excuse for acelebration. Shal | begin, Specidig?’

"Pleasedo,” Langli said, lifting his canteen with hisfingertipsto seeif it wasfull.

Kerizaretreated against thewall of the drab room while the checklist began: she was aready |eft out.
The computer murmured its questions into the artificer's ear and he spoke them doud in the same
machine-made tones. Both men attended to the compuiter, not to her, dikein their dark-green uniforms,
amogt the same color as the green-painted walls. The orange and silver of her costume was out of place
here and she unconscioudy stepped backward toward the entrance.

The checklist was run through quickly and met the computer's gpprova. Far more time was then
taken up making the needed adjustments on Langli's manpower gear. Thiswas a powered meta harness
that supported hisbody, conforming to it like aflexible exoskel eton. It wasjointed at hisjoints and could
swive and turn to follow any motion. Since the supporting pads were an integra part of hisuniform, and
the rods were thin and colored to match the cloth, it was not too obvious. An atomic energy supply in his
pack would furnish power for at least ayear.

"Why are you wearing that metal gear?’ Kerizaasked. "Y ou have never done that before." She had
to repesat her question, louder, before either man noticed her.

"It'sfor the gravity," her husband findly told her. "There's atwo-point-one-five-three-plus G on this
planet. The manpower can't cancel that, but it can support me and keep me from tiring too quickly.”

"You didn't tell methat about this planet. In fact you have told me nothing ..."

"Theréeslittle enough. High gravity, cold and windy where I'm going. The air isgood; it's been tested,
but oxygenisalittle high. | canuseit.”

"But animas, wild animds, arethere any of them? Can it be dangerous?’

"We don't know yet, but it appears peaceable enough. Don't worry about it." Thiswasalie, but one
officidly forced upon him. There were human settlers on this new planet, and thiswas classfied
information. A public announcement would be made only after officid appraisa of hisreport.

"Ready," Langli said, pulling on hisgloves. "l want to go before | start sweseting indde this suit.”

"Suit temperature is thermodtatically controlled, Speciaist Langli. Y ou should not be uncomfortable.”

He knew that: he just wanted to leave. Keriza should not have come here.

"Redtricted country from herein,” hetold her, taking her arms and kissing her quickly. "I'll sendyou a
letter as soon as| havetime.”

Heloved her wel enough, but not here, not when he was going on amission. The heavy door closed
behind them, shutting her out, and he felt relieved at once. Now he could concentrate on the job.

"Message from control,” the artificer said when they entered the armored transmatter room through
thethick triple doors. "They want some more vegetation and soil samples. Life forms and water, though
theselagt can wait.”

"Will comply,” Langli said, and the artificer passed on the answer through his microphone.

"They wish you quick success, Specidigt,” the artificer said in hisneutrd voice; then, morewarmly, "I
do, too. Itisaprivilege to have asssted you." He covered the microphone with his hand. "I'm studying, a
specidist course, and I've read your reports. | think that you . . . | mean what you have done ..." His
words died and his face reddened. Thiswas a breach of rules and he could be disciplined.

"I know what you mean, Artificer Meer, and | wish you all the best of luck.” Langli extended his hand
and, after amoment's reluctance, the other man took it. Though he would not admit it oud, Langli was
warmed by thisirregular action. The coldness of the trans-matter chamber, with its gun snouts and



television cameras, had aways depressed him. Not that he wanted bands or flags when he lft, but a
touch of human contact made up for alot.

"Goodbye, then," he said, and turned and activated the switch on the preset transmatter control. The
wire lattice of the screen vanished and was replaced by the watery blankness of the operating
Bhatta-charyafield. Without hestating Langli stepped intoit.

An unseen force seized him, dragging him forward, hurling him face-firg to the ground. Hethrew his
arms out to break hisfall and the safety rods on hiswrists shot out ahead of his hands, telescoping dowly
to soften the shock of impact; if they had not he would surely have broken both hiswrists. Even with this
aid the breath was knocked from him by the impact of the manpower pads. He gasped for air, resting on
al fours. His mouth burned with the coldness of it and his eyes watered. The uniform warmed astheicy
atmosphere hit the thermocouples. He looked up.

A man waswatching him. A broad, solidly built man with an immense flowing black beard. He was
dressed in red-marked lesther and furs and carried a short stabbing spear no longer than hisforearm. It
Was not until he moved that Langli redlized he was standing up—not sitting down. He was so squat and
wide that he appeared to be truncated.

Firg things camefirst: control had to have its samples. He kept awary eye on the bearded man as he
dipped asample container from the dispenser on the side of his pack and put it flat on the ground. The
ground was hard but ridged like dried mud, so he broke off a chunk and dropped it into the middle of the
red plastic disc. Ten seconds later, asthe chemicalsin the disc reacted with the air, the disc curled up on
the edges and wrapped the soil in atight embrace. The other man shifted his spear from hand to hand
and watched this process with widening eyes. Langli filled two more containers with soil, then three
otherswith grass and leafy twigs from abush afew feet away. Thiswas enough. Then he backed dowly
around the scarred bulk of the retrorockets until he stood next to the transmatter screen. It was operating
but unfocused: anything entering it now would be broken down into Y -radiation and smply sprayed out
into Bhattacharya space. Only when he pressed his hand to the plate on the frame would it be keyed to
the receiver,- it would operate for no one else. He touched the plate and threw the samples through.
Now he could turn to the more important business.

"Peace," he said, facing the other man with his hands open and extended at his Sides. "Peace.”

The man did nothing in response, though he raised the spear when Langli took a step toward him.
When Langli returned to hisorigina position he dropped the spear again. Langli stood till and smiled.

"It'sawaiting game, isit?Y ou want to talk while were waiting?' There was no answer, nor did he
redlly expect one. "Right then, what isit werewaiting for? Y our friends, | imagine. All of thisshows
organization, which isvery hopeful. Y our people have a settlement nearby, that's why the transmatter was
dropped here. Y ou investigated it, found no answers, then put aguard on it. Y ou must have signaed
them when | arrived, though | wasflat on my face and didn't seeit.”

Therewas ashrill squealing behind anearby dopethat dowly grew louder. Langli looked on with
interest as aknot of bearded men, at this distance looking identical with hisguard, struggled into sight.
They weredl pulling astrange conveyance which had three pairs of wooden whedls: the gpparently
unoiled axles were making the squedling. It was no more than a padded platform on which rested aman
dressed in bright-red leather. The upper part of hisface was hidden by ametal casque pierced with
eyedits, but from below the rim agreat white beard flowed across his chest. In hisright hand the man
held along, thin-bladed carving knife which he pointed at Langli as he dowly stepped down from the
conveyance. He said something incomprehensible in asharp hoarse voice at the sametime.

"I'm sorry, but | cannot understand you,” Langli said.

At the sound of hiswordsthe old man started back and nearly dropped the weapon. At this sudden
action the other men crouched and raised their spearstoward Langli. The leader disapproved of thisand
shouted what could only have been commands. The spears were lowered at once. When he was satisfied
with the reaction the man turned back to Langli and spoke dowly, choosing hiswords with care.

"I did not know . . . think ... I would these words hear spoken by another. | know it only to read.”
The accent was strange but the meaning was perfectly clear.

"Wonderful. | will learn your language, but for now we can spesk mine...."



"Who areyou? What isit... thething there? It fdll at night with aloud noise. How come you here?’

Langli spoke dowly and clearly, what was obvioudy a prepared speech.

"l come with greetings from my people. Wetrave great distances with this machine you see before
you. We are not from thisworld. Wewill help you in many wayswhich | will tell you. We can help the
sck and make them well. We can bring food if you are hungry. | am here alone and no more of uswill
come unlessyou permit it. In return for these things we ask only that you answer my questions. When the
guestions are answered we will answer any questions that you may have.”

The old man stood with his legs widespread and braced, unconscioudy whetting the blade on hisleg.
"What do you want here? What are your real needs. . . desires?"

"I have medicine and can help the sick. | can get food. | ask only that you answer my questions,
nothing more.”

Under the flowing moustache the old man'slipslifted in acold grin. "I understand. Do as you say—or
do nothing. Come with me, then." He stepped backward and settled dowly onto the cart, which cresked
with hisweight. "I am Bekrnatus. Y ou have aname?’

"Langli. | will be happy to accompany you."

They went in aslow procession over the crest of the rise and down into the shallow valey beyond.
Langli was aready tired, his heart and lungs working doubly hard to combat the increased gravity, and
was exhausted before they had gone a quarter of amile.

"Just amoment,” he said. ""Can we stop for ashort while?'

Bekrnatus raised his hand and spoke a quick command. The procession stopped and the men
immediately sat, most of them sprawling out horizontally in the heavy grass. Langli undipped his canteen
and drank deeply. Bekrnatus watched every move closdly.

"Would you like some water?' Langli asked, extending the canteen.

"Very much.” the old man said, taking the canteen and examining it closaly before drinking from it.
"The water has ataste of very difference. Of what meta isthis. . . container made?"

"Aluminum | imagine, or one of itsdloys." Should he have answered that question? It certainly
seemed harmless enough. But you never could tell. Probably he shouldn't have, but he wastoo tired to
really care. The bearded men were watching intently and the nearest one stood up, staring at the canteen.

"Sorry.” Langli sad, blinking aredness of fatigue from his eyes and extending the canteen to the man.
"Would you likeadrink aswel?'

Bekrnatus screamed something hoarsdly as the man hesitated a moment—then reached out and
clutched the canteen. Instead of drinking from it he turned and started to run away. He was not fast
enough. Langli looked on, befuddled, as the old man rushed by him and buried hislong knifeto the hilt in
the fleeing man's back.

None of the others moved as the man swayed, then dropped swiftly and heavily to the ground. He
lay on hissde, eyes open and blood gushing from his mouth, the canteen loose in hisfingers. Bekrnatus
knedled and took away the canteen, then jerked the knife out with asingle powerful motion. The staring
dead eyeswere lill.

"Takethiswater thing and do not come ... go near other people or give them any things."

"It was just water—"

"It was not the water. Y ou killed thisman.”

Langli, befuddied, sarted to tell him that it was perfectly clear who had killed him, then wisdy
decided to keep his mouth shut. He knew nothing about this society and had made a mistake. That was
obvious. In asense the old man was right and he had killed the man. He fumbled out a stimulant tablet
and washed it down with water from the offending canteen. The march resumed.

The settlement wasin the valey, huddled againgt the base of alimestone cliff, and Langli was
exhausted when they reached it. Without the manpower he could not have gone a quarter of this
distance. He wasin among the houses before he redlized they were there, so well did they blend into the
landscape. They were dugouts, nine-tenths below the ground, covered with flat sod roofs; thin spirals of
smoke came from chimney openingsin most of them. The procession did not stop, but threaded itsway
through the dug-in houses and gpproached the cliff. This had anumber of ground-level openings cut into



it, the larger ones sedled with log doors. When they were closer Langli saw that two window-like
openings were covered with glass or some other transparent substance. He wanted to investigate this—
but it would have to wait. Everything would have to wait until he regained ameasure of strength. He
stood, swaying, while Bekrnatus climbed dowly down from the whedled litter and approached alog door
which opened as he came near. Langli tarted after him—then found himsdlf failing, unable to sand. He
hed a brief moment of surprise, before the ground came up and hit him, when he realized that for the first
timein hislifehewasfanting.

Theair waswarm on hisface and hewaslying down. It took him some moments, even after he had
opened his eyes, to redlize where he was. An immense fatigue gripped him and every movement was an
effort; even histhoughts felt drugged. He looked about the darkened room severa times before the
details made any meaning. A window that was set deep into the sconewall. The dim bulk of furniture and
unknown objects. A weaker, yellow light from the fire on the grate. A stone fireplace and stone wadlls.
Memory returned and he realized that he must be in one of the rooms he had noticed, hollowed out of the
face of the cliff. The fire crackled; there was the not-unpleasant odor of pungent smokein the air,- soft,
dapping footsteps came up behind him. He felt too tired to turn his head, but he banished this
unworkmanlike thought and turned in that direction.

A girl'sface, long blond hair, deep blue eyes.

"Hello. | don't believe we have met," he said.

The eyes widened, shocked, and the face vanished. Langli sighed wearily and closed hisown eyes.
Thiswas avery trying mission. Perhgps he should take a stimulant. In his pack—

His pack! He was wide awake at the thought, struggling to sit up. They had taken his pack from him!
At the sameingtant of fear he saw it lying next to the cot whereit had been dropped. And the girl
returned, pressing him back to alying position. She was very strong.

"I'm Langli. What's your name?"

She was atractive enough, if you liked your girls squarefaced. Good bugt, filled the soft |eather dress
nicely. But that was about all. Too broad-shouldered, too hippy, too much muscle. Very little different
redlly from the other natives of this heavy planet. He realized that her eyes had never left hiswhile he had
been looking her up and down. He amiled.

"Langli ismy name, but | suppose| shal never learn yours. The leader—what did he call
himsalf—Bekrnatus, seemsto be the only one who speaks acivilized tongue. | suppose | shdl haveto
learn theloca grunts and gurgles before | will be ableto talk to you?!

"Not necessarily,” she said, and burst out laughing at the surprised look on hisface. Her teeth were
even, white, and strong. "My nameis Patna. Bekrnatusis my father."

"Widl, that'snice." He Hill felt dazed. "Sorry if | sounded rude. The gravity isalittle strong for me."

"Whet isgravity?'

"I'll tell you later, but | must talk to your father first. Ishe here?

"No. But he will be soon back. Today he killed aman. He must now the man'swife and family look
after. They will go to another. Can | not answer your questions?”

"Perhaps." He touched the button on hiswaist that switched on the recorder. "How many of your
people spesk my language?”!

"Just me. And Father, of course. Because we are The Family and the others are The People.” She
stood very straight when shesad it.

"How many arethere, of The People | mean?'

"Almost six hundred. It was a better winter than most. The air was warmer than in other years. Of
course there was more—what is the word?—more rot in the stored food. But people lived."

"Iswinter over yet?'

She laughed. "Of course. It isalmost the warmest time now."

And they believed that thisiswarm, he thought. What can the winters possibly be like? He shivered
at the thought.

"Peasetell me more about The Family and The People. How are they different?’

"They just are, that isdl,” she said and stopped, as though she had never considered the question



before. "Welive here and they live there. They work and they do what we tell them to do. We havethe
meta and the fire and the books. That is how we talk your language, because we read what iswrittenin
the books."

"Could | seethe books?

"No!" She was shocked at the thought. "Only The Family can see them.”

"Well—wouldn't you say that | qudify asamember of The Family?| canread, | carry many things
made of metal.” At that moment he realized what the trouble had been with his canteen. It was made of
metd, for some reason taboo among most of these people. "And | can makefire." Hetook out hislighter
and thumbed it so that ajet of flame licked out.

Patnalooked at this, wide-eyed. "Our fires are harder to make. But, till, | am not sure. Father will
know if you should look at the books." She saw his expression and groped around for some
compromise. "But thereis one book, alittle book, that Father lets me have for my own. It isnot an
important book, though."

"Any book isimportant. May | seeit?'

She rose hesitantly and went to the rear of the room, to alog door let into the stone, and tugged at
the thick bars. When it was open she groped into the darkness of another room, a deeper cavern cut into
the soft stone of the cliff. She returned quickly and resealed the door.

"Here" she sad, holding it out to him, "you may read my book."

Langli struggled to aSitting position and took it from her. It was crudely bound in lesther—the
origind cover must have worn out countless years earlie—and it crackled when he opened it. The pages
were yellowed, frayed, and |oose from the backbone. He poked through them, squinting at the archaic
typeface in the dim light from the window, then turned back to the title page.

"Selected Poems,”" heread doud. "Published at, I've never heard of the place, in—thisis more
important—785 p.v. | think I've heard of that calendar, just amoment.”

He put the book down carefully and bent to his pack, most losing his balance asthe
more-than-doubled gravity pulled a him. His ex-oskeleton hummed and gave him support. The
handbook was right on top and he flipped through it.

"Yes, hereitis. Only went to 913 in their reckoning. Now to convert to Gaactic Standard ..." He did
some silent figuring and put the handbook away, taking up the other book again. "Do you like poetry?*
he asked.

"More than anything. Though | only have these. There are no other poemsin the books. Though of
course there are some others...."

She lowered her eyes and, after amoment'sthought, Langli redized why.

"These others, you wrote them yoursdf, didn't you? Y ou must tell me one sometime—"

There was asudden rattling at the bolts that sealed the front door and Patnatore the book from his
hands and ran with it to the dark end of the room.

Bekrnatus pushed open the door and camein wearily. "Closeit," he ordered as he threw aside his
helmet and dropped into a padded lounge, half bed, half chair. Patnamoved quickly to do his bidding.

"l amtired, Langli," hesaid, "and | must deep. So tel mewhat you are doing here, what thisall
means”

"Of course. But aquestion or two first. There are things | must know. What do your people do here,
other than deep and eat and gather food?"

"The question makes no sense.”

"I mean anything. Do they mine and smelt meta? Do they carve, make things from clay, paint
pictures, wear jewelry—"

"Enough. | understand your meaning. | have read of these things, seen pictures of them. Very nice. In
answer to your question—we do nothing. | could never understand how these things were done and
perhaps you will tell mewhen it suits you to answer questions rather than ask them. Welive, that ishard
enough. When we have planted our food and picked our food we are through. Thisisahard world and
the act of living takesdl of our time."

He barked a harsh command in the loca language, and his daughter shuffled to the fireplace. She



returned with a crude clay bowl which she handed to him. Heraised it to hislips and drank deeply,
making smacking noiseswith hislips

"Would you care for some?' he asked. "It isadrink we make; | do not know if thereisaword for it
in the book language. Our women chew roots and spit them into abowl.”

"No, none thank you." Langli fought to keep hisvoice even, to control hisdisgust. "Just one last
question. What do you know of your people coming to thisworld? Y ou do know that you came here?!

"Yes, that | know, though little more. The story istold, though nothing iswritten, that we came from
another world to thisworld, from the sky, though how it was done | know not. But it was done, for the
books are not of thisworld and they have pictures of scenes not of thisworld. And thereisthe metd,
and thewindows. Y es, we came here."

"Have others come? Like mysdlf? Are there records?”’

"None! That would have been written. Now you tell me, stranger from the metal box. What do you
do here?’

Langli lay down, carefully, before he spoke. He saw that Patnawas sitting aswell. The gravity must
be fought, congtantly, unceasingly.

"First you must understand that | came from inside the metal box, then again | didn't. At night you see
the stars and they are suns like the one that shines here, yet very distant. They have worlds near them,
like thisworld here. Do you know what | am talking about?'

"Of course. | am not of The People. | have read of astronomy in the books.”

"Good. Then you should know that the metal box contains atrans -matter which you must think of as
akind of door. One door that is at the same time two doors. | stepped through adoor on my planet,
very far away, and stepped out of your door here. All in an eye-blink of time. Do you understand?’

"Perhaps." Bekrnatus dabbed at hislipswith the back of his hand. " Can you return the same way?
Step into the box and come out on a planet, up there in the sky?"

"Yes, | cando that."

"Isthat how we cameto thisworld?'

"No. You came by aship of space, alarge metal box built to move between the stars, in the years
before the transmatter could be used at stellar distances. | know this because your window thereisthe
window from aspacer, and | imagine your meta was savaged from the ship aswell. And | dso know
how long you have been here, since there was adate in the front of that poetry book your daughter
showed me."

Patna gasped, asharp intake of air, and Bekrnatus pulled himself to astting position. The clay bowl
fell, unheeded, and shattered on thefloor.

"Y ou showed him abook," Bekrnatus hissed, and struggled to hisfest.

"No, wait!" Langli said, realizing he had precipitated another crisis through ignorance. Would the man
try to kill his daughter? Hetore at his pack. "It was my fault, | asked for the book. But | have many
books,- here, I'll show you. I'll give you some books. This. . . and this."

Bekrnatus did not heed the words, if he even heard them, but he stopped as the books were pushed
before him. He reached for them hesitantly.

"Books," he said, dazedly. "Books, new books, books | have never seen before. It isbeyond
wonder." He clutched the booksto his chest and half fell back into hischair. A good investment, Langli
thought. Never were afirst reader and abasic dictionary more highly prized.

"Y ou can have al the books you want now. Y ou can discover your history, dl of it. | cantell you that
your people have been here, roughly, about three thousand years. Y our coming here may have been an
accident; two things lead meto believe that. Thisisavery grim world with little to offer. | can't pictureit
being selected for colonization. Then thereisthe complete break with technology and culture. You havea
few books,- they could have been salvaged. And metal, perhaps from the wreck of the ship. That you
have survived islittle short of miraculous. Y ou have this socid or class distinction that has a so passed
down. Y our ancestors were perhaps scientists, ship's officers, something that set them apart from
ordinary men. And you have kept the digtinction.”

"l amtired,” Bekrnatus said, turning the books over and over in his hands, "and there are many new



thingsto think about al at once. Wewill talk tomorrow.”

He dropped back, eyes closed, books still in his grasp. Langli was ready to deep himsdf, exhausted
by the efforts he had forced himsdlf to. The light seemed to be fading; he wondered how long thelocal
day was, and did not really care. He took an eight-hour deeping pill from hismedicd kit and washed it
down with water from his canteen. A night's deep would make things ook agood dedl different.

During the night he was aware of someone moving about, going to thefire. At one time he thought he
felt the soft touch of hair across hisface and lips upon hisforehead. But he could not be sure and thought
it was probably adream.

It was bright morning when he awvoke, with the sun gtriking directly through the window, the shaft of
light adding unexpected color to the gray stone of the back wall. Bekrnatus couch was empty and Patha
wasworking &t thefireplace, humming quietly to hersalf. When he shifted position his bed squesked and
sheturned to look at him.

"You are awake. | hope that you dept well. My father has gone out with the axe so wood can be
chopped.”

"Y ou mean that he chopsthewood?' Langli yawned, his head till thick with deep.

"No, never. But the axe head ismetal so he carriesit and must be there when it isused. Y our
morning food isready.” She ladled one of the clay bowlsfull of grud and brought it to him. He smiled and
shook his head no.

"Thank you, that is very hospitable. But | cannot eat any of your food until |aboratory analysis has
been made—"

"You think | am trying to poison you?'

"Not at dl. But you must redize that maor metabolic changes take place in human beings cut off
from the mainstream. There may be chemicalsin the soil here, in the plants, that you can ingest but that
would be sure degth for me. It smellswonderful, but it could hurt me. Y ou wouldn't want that to
happen?”’

"No! Of coursenot." She dmost hurled the bowl from her. "What will you eat?'

"I have my own food here, see.” He opened his pack and took out amealcdl, pulling the tab so the
hesting began. He was hungry, he redlized, hungrier than he had ever felt before, and began spooning
down the concentrate before the heat cycle was finished. His body needed nourishment, fighting
congtantly againg the drag of gravity.

"Do you know what thisis?' Patna asked, and he looked up to see her holding a brownish,
ragged-edged fragment of somekind.

"No, | don't. It looks like wood or bark."

"It istheinner bark of atree, we useit to write on, but that is not what | meant. | meant thereis
something onit. That iswhat | meant..."

Eveninthedim light Langli could redize that she was blushing. Poor girl, aliterate anong savages,
trapped on thisdismal and isolated world.

"l might guess" he said carefully. "Could it be one of the poemsyou wrote? If it is—I would liketo
heer it."

She shielded her eyeswith her hand and turned away for amoment, a caricature of ashy maidenina
sguat wrestler's body. Then she struggled with hersdlf and started the poem in aweak voice, but
continued, louder and louder.

"| dare not ask akiss, | dare not beg asmile, Lest having that, or this, | might grow proud the while.
No, no, the utmost share Of my desire shall be Only to kisstheair That lately did kissthee."

She dmogt cried the last words aoud, then turned and fled to the far side of the room and stood with
her face against thewall. Langli groped for the right words. The poem was good; whether she had
written it herself or copied it he did not know—mnor did it matter. It said what she wanted to say.

"That's beautiful.” hetold her. "A redly beautiful poem—"

Before he could finish she ran, feet dapping hard against the floor, across the room and knelt beside
his bed. Her solid, powerful arms were about him and her face againgt his, buried in the pillow. He could
fed the tear-wetness of her cheeks againgt his own and her muffled voicein hisear.



"I knew you would come, | know who you are, because you had to come from far away like aknight
in the poemsriding ahorseto save me. Y ou knew | needed you. My father, |, the only Family left, | must
marry one of The People. It has been done before. Ugly, stupid, | hate them, the brightest, wetried to
teach him to read, he couldn't, upid. But you cameintime. Y ou are The Family, you will takeme. . ."

Thewords died avay and her lipsfound his, urgent and strong with desire, and when he held her
shoulders and tried to push her away his exoskel eton whined with the effort but she did not move.
Findly, exhausted, she released him and pushed her face degp into the pillow again. He stood, swaying,
bracing himself on the back of achair. When he spoke it was with sincerity as hetried to make the truth
lessharshthan it redly was.

"Patna, listen, you must believe me. | like you, you're awonderful, brave girl. But thisjust can't be.
Not because | am aready married, that marriage will be terminated before | return, but because of this
world. You can't leaveit, and | would dieif | stayed here. The adaptations your people have been forced
to maketo survive must be incredible. Y our circulatory system adone must be completely different—your
blood pressure much more than norma to get blood to your brain, with more musclesin thewalls of the
arteriesto help pump it. Perhaps mgjor valve changes and distribution. Y ou can't possibly have children
with anyone from off this planet. Y our children would be stillborn, or die soon &fter birth, unfit. That isthe
truth, you must believe—"

"Ugly, skinny, too tal, too weak, shut up!" she screeched and lashed out at him, her head till turned
away.

Hetried to move aside, he could not, not fast enough. Her hand dapped againgt hisarm with a
sudden explosion of pain. A sharp cracking sound.

The bitch has broken my arm, he screamed to himself, staggering, Stting down dowly. Hisforearm
hung crookedly in the brace of the exoskeleton and how it hurt! He cradled it on his knees and fumbled
through his medical supplieswith his good hand. Shetried to help him and he snarled a her and she went
away.

Bekrnatus camein, an axe over his shoulder, while the emergency cast was hardening and Langli was
giving himsdlf ashot of painkiller, with atranquilizer for hisnerves.

"What iswrong with your arm?" Bekrnatus asked, dropping the axe and falling into his couch.

"I had an accident. | will haveto go get medica help from my people soon so | must talk to you now.
Tdl you what you need to know—"

"Do that. | have questions—"

"Thereisno timefor questions." The pain was still there and he snapped the words out. "If | had the
time | would explain everything dowly and in great detail so you would understand and agree. Now | will
just tell you. If you want help you must pay for it. It costsagreat ded to plant an MT screen on aplanet
asdistant asthisone. Medica supplies, food, energy sources, anything that we supply you will aso cost
agood dedl. You will haveto repay us.”

"Y ou have our thanks, of course.”

"Not negotiable!" The pain was dmost gone but he could fed the broken ends of the bones grate
together when he moved. His nervesfdt the same way despite the tranquilizer.

"Listen carefully and try to remember what | say. Thereisno piein the sky. What you get for nothing
isworth it. Out there are more planets than you could possibly count—and more people on them than |
could count. And the transmatter makes them al next-door neighbors. Can you imagine what hell that has
wreaked with culture, government, finances, down through the millennia? No, | can see by your face that
you can't. Then just think about this one bit of it. To further certain endsindividuasform a cooperation, a
sort of cross between a cooperative and a corporation, if those words arein any of your books. | belong
to one of these called World Openers. We explore unsettled planets and occasiondly contact worlds like
yoursthat aren't onthe M T net. For services rendered we demand payment in full.”

Patna had come to stand by her father, silently, her arm about his thick knobbed shoulders. Her face,
as shelooked at Langli, was astudy in hatred, contempt. Bekrnatus, alord on his own world, would ill
not comprehend the redities of the gaaxy outsde.

"Wewill pay what you ask, gladly, but pay with what? We have no money, none of the resources



you were asking about last night.”

"You have yoursalves" Langli said, emotionlesdy, asthe drugstook hold. "Becausethat isall you
have, it will take generationsto repay your debt. Y ou will breed faster and better, and we will help you
with that. For aprice, of course. We have operations on heavy-gravity worlds that must be supervised.
Automatic machinery can't do everything. And there are others who can use workers of your type as
wedl—"

"Y ou cometo endave us, imprison ugl" Bekrnatus roared. " To make free men into beasts of burden.
Never!"

He grabbed up the axe from the floor and climbed to hisfeet, swinging it high. Langli wasready. His
gun snapped just once and the explosion shook the room as a greeat pit was blown from the stone wall
behind Bekrnatus.

"Just imagine what that would have done to you. Now sit down and don't befoolish. | will kill you to
save my own life, be sure of that. We can't imprison you—because you arein prison dready on this
high-G world. The force that pulls you down, that makes things fall when dropped. Thisforceiswesker
on other worlds. | can leave and sedl the transmeatter and that will be the end of it. If that iswhat you
readlly wish. The choiceisyoursto make." He waved the gun at Patna. "Now open that door."

Bekrnatus stood, the axe dangling forgotten from his hand; the world he knew had changed,
everything changed. Langli struggled his pack to one shoulder and waved Patna asde. He moved dowly
toward the door.

"I will return and you can tell me your decison then.”

Peatna called to him as he went out, righting down her loathing.

"The transmatter, when will we get to useit? To see the wonders of other worlds?!

"Never inyour lifetime. Use of the MT isgranted only when all the debts are paid." He had to say it
because the sooner she faced the truth the better she would adjust. "And you will be occupied e se-wise.
Intelligent operators will be needed, not strong backs. Y oursis the only womb from which intelligence
may spring on thisworld. Keep it busy."

He hobbled away until he was clear of the buildings, then gratefully set the pack down. It wastoo
much of aburden to take back to the transmatter. He triggered the destruct and went on whileit burned
fiercely behind him. Expensve equipment, but it would go on the bill. They would choose to accept and
pay,- they redlly did not have much of achoice. It would be for their benefit. Not so much now, but in
the long run. The two squat figures were il in the doorway looking after him and he turned quickly
avay.

What did they expect, charity? The universe was uncharitable. Y ou had to pay for what you took
from it. That was anatural law that could not be broken.

And hewas doing hisjob, that wasall.

It wasjust ajob.

He was hel ping them.

Wasn't he?

Stumbling, swesating, and gasping, he hurried to be away from this place.

MAKE ROOM! MAKE ROOM!

When | wrote my novel Make Room! Make Room! | was greatly concerned about the threat
presented by uncontrolled population growth and environmental destruction. (After all, one
causes the other.) Some thirty-five years later my wor st predictions seem to be coming true. The
devel oping nations—which truthfully should be called the never-to-be-devel oped nations—are
already on the slippery slope to destruction. Too many people competing for too few resources,
and the scourge AlDS decimating them as well—as if they did not have enough trouble already.

The developed world apparently cannot care less. Many countries are approaching ZPG, zero



population growth. Apparently preferring the better life—and a better TV set—to a third child.
While at the same time refusing to do anything about planetary warming. Thereis cause for
despair. So what will happen to our overpopulated globe? In the stories here | have explored
some possible futures.

A Crimina Act

Thefirst blow of the hammer shook the door in itsframe, and the second blow made the thin wood
boom like adrum. Benedict Vernall threw the door open before athird stroke could fal and pushed his
gun into the somach of the man with the hammer.

"Get going. Get out of here.” Benedict said, in amuch shriller voice than he had planned to use.

"Dont befoolish.” the balliff said quietly, stepping aside so that the two guards behind him in the hall
wereclearly visble. "I am the bailiff and | am doing my duty. If | am attacked these men have ordersto
shoot you and everyone esein your apartment. Beintelligent. Yoursisnot thefirst case likethis. Such
things are planned for."

One of the guards clicked off the safety catch on his submachine gun, smirking at Benedict ashedid
it. Benediict let the pistol fal dowly to hissde.

"Much better," the bailiff told him and struck the nail once more with the hammer so that the notice
wasfixed firmly to the door.

"Takethat filthy thing down," Benedict said, choking over the words.

" 'Benedict Verndl.” " the bailiff said, adjusting his glasses on his nose as he read from the
proclamation he had just posted. " 'Thisisto inform you that pursuant to the Crimina Birth Act of 2053
you are guilty of the act of crimina birth and are hereby proscribed and no longer protected from bodily
injury by theforces of thissovereign gate. .. " "

"Y ou're going to let some madman kill me—what kind of adirty law isthat?'

The bailiff removed his glasses and gazed coldly aong hisnose a Benedict. "Mr. Verndl," he said,
"have the decency to accept the results of your own actions. Did you or did you not have anillegal
baby?"

"lllegd? Never! A harmlessinfant...”

Do you or do you not dready have the legal maximum of two children?’

"We havetwo, but..."

"Y ou refused advice or aid from your loca birth contral clinic. Y ou expelled, with force, the birth
guidance officer who called upon you. Y ou regected the offer of the abortion clinic—" "Murderers!”

"—and the advice of the Family-Planning Board. The statutory six months have e apsed without any
action on your part. Y ou have had the three advance warnings and have ignored them. Y our family il
contains one consumer more than is prescribed by law, therefore the proclamation has been posted. Y ou
aonearerespongble, Mr. Verndl, you can blame no onedse.”

"l can blamethisfoul law."

"Itisthelaw of theland.” the bailiff said, drawing himsdlf up sternly. "It isnot for you or meto
question." Hetook awhistle from his pocket and raised it to hismouth. "It ismy legal duty to remind you
that you il have one course open, even a this last moment, and may il avail yoursdlf of the services of
the EuthanasiaClinic.”

"Go draight to hell.”

"Indeed. I've been told that before.” The bailiff snapped the whistleto hislipsand blew a shrill blast.
He dmost smiled as Benedict dammed shut the apartment door.

There was an animal-throated roar from the stairwell as the policemen who were blocking it stepped
asde. A knot of fiercely tangled men burst out, running and fighting at the same time. One of them surged
ahead of the pack but fell asafist caught him on the side of the head; the others trampled him underfoot.
Shouting and cursing, the mob came on and it looked as though it would be adraw, but afew yards



short of the door one of the leaders tripped and brought two others down. A short fat man in the second
rank leaped their bodies and crashed headlong into Vernal Ps door, with such force that the ballpoint pen
he extended pierced the paper of the notice and sank into the wood benesath.

"A volunteer has been sdected,” the bailiff shouted and the waiting police and guards closed in on the
wailing men and began to force them back toward the sairs. One of the men remained behind on the
floor, salivarunning down his cheeks as he chewed hysterically at a strip of the threadbare carpet. Two
white-garbed hospital attendants were looking out for this sort of thing and one of them jabbed the man
expertly in the neck with a hypodermic needle while the other unrolled the stretcher.

Under the bailiff'swatchful eye the volunteer painstakingly wrote his namein the correct space on the
proclamation, then carefully put the pen back in his vest pocket.

"Very glad to accept you as avolunteer for thisimportant public duty, Mr.—" The bailiff |eaned
forward to peer at the paper—"Mr. Mortimer," he said.

"Mortimer ismy first name," the man said in acrigply dry voice as he dabbed lightly at hisforehead
with his breast-pocket handkerchief.

"Understandable, sir. Y our anonymity will be respected asistheright of al volunteers. Might |
presume that you are acquainted with the rest of the regulations?’

"Y ou may. Paragraph 46 of the Crimind Birth Act of 2053, subsection 14, governing the selection of
volunteers. Firdly, | have volunteered for the maximum period of twenty-four hours. Secondly, | will
neither attempt nor commit violence of any form upon any other members of the public during thistime,
andif | dosol will be held responsible by law for al of my acts."

"Very good. But isn't there more?’

Mortimer folded the handkerchief precisaly and tucked it back into his pocket. "Thirdly," he said, and
patted it smooth, "1 shall not be liable to prosecution by law if | take the life of the proscribed individud,
one Benedict Verndl."

"Perfectly correct.” The bailiff nodded and pointed to alarge suitcase that a policeman had set down
on the floor and was opening. The hall had been cleared. "If you would step over here and take your
choice." They both gazed down into the suitcase that wasfilled to overflowing with instruments of degth.
"I hope you aso understand that your own life will be in jeopardy during this period and if you areinjured
or killed you will not be protected by law?'

"Don't take mefor afool,” Mortimer said curtly, then pointed into the suitcase. "' want one of those
concussion grenades.”

"Y ou cannot haveit,” the bailiff told him in acutting voice, injured by the other's manner. Therewasa
correct way to do these things. "Those are only for use in open districts where the innocent cannot be
injured. Not in an gpartment building. Y ou have your choice of dl the short-range weapons, however."

Mortimer laced hisfingers together and stood with his head bowed, dmost in an attitude of prayer,
as he examined the contents. Machine pistols, grenades, automeatics, knives, knuckle dusters, vias of
acid, whips, straight razors, broken glass, poison darts, morning stars, maces, gas bombs, and tear-gas
pens.

"Isthereany limit?' he asked.

"Takewhat you fed you will need. Just remember that it must al be accounted for and returned.”

"I want the Reiding machine pistol with five of the twenty-cartridge magazines and the commando
knife with the spikes on the handguard and fountain-pen tear-gas gun.”

The bailiff was making quick check marks on amimeographed from attached to his clipboard while
Mortimer spoke. "Isthat dl?" he asked.

Mortimer nodded and took the extended board and scrawled his name on the bottom of the sheet
without examining it, then began at onceto fill his pockets with the weapons and anmunition.

"Twenty-four hours," the bailiff said, looking a hiswatch and filling in one more space in theform.

"Y ou have until 1745 hours tomorrow."

"Get away from the door, please, Ben," Maria begged.

"Quiet," Benedict whispered, his ear pressed to the pand. "I want to hear what they are saying." His
face screwed up as he struggled to understand the muffled voices. "1t'sno good,” he said, turning away.



"l can't makeit out. Not that it makes any difference. | know what's happening ..."

"Therésaman coming to kill you," Mariasaid in her delicate, little girl'svoice. The baby started to
whimper and she hugged him to her.

"Please, Maria, go back into the bathroom like we agreed. Y ou have the bed in there, and the food,
and there aren't any windows. Aslong asyou stay dong the wall away from the door nothing can
possibly happen to you. Do that for me, darling. So | won't have to worry about either of you.”

"Then you will be out hereaone.”

Benedict squared his narrow shoulders and clutched the pistol firmly. "That iswhere | belong, out in
front, defending my family. That isas old asthe history of man.”

"Family," she said and looked around worriedly "What about Matthew and Agnes?"

"They'll bed| right with your mother. She promised to look after them until we got in touch with her
again. You can ill bethere with them; | wish you would.”

"No, | couldn't. I couldn't bear being anywhere else now. And | couldn't leave the baby there; he
would be s0 hungry." Shelooked down at the infant, who was still whimpering, then began to unbutton
thetop of her dress.

"Please, darling,”" Benedict said, edging back from the door. "1 want you to go into the bathroom with
baby and stay there. Y ou must. He could be coming at any time now."

She reluctantly obeyed him, and he waited until the door had closed and he heard the lock being
turned. Then hetried to force their presence from his mind because they were only adistraction that
could interfere with what must be done. He had worked out the details of his plan of defenselong before
and he went dowly around the gpartment making sure that everything was asit should be. Firg the front
door, the only door into the apartment. It was locked and bolted and the night chain was attached. Al
that remained was to push the big wardrobe up againgt it. The killer could not enter now without anoisy
struggle and if he tried Benedict would be there waiting with hisgun. That took care of the door. There
were no windows in either the kitchen or the bathroom, so he could forget about these rooms. The
bedroom was a possibility sinceits window looked out onto the fire escape, but he had aplan for this
too. The window was locked and the only way it could be opened from the outside was by breaking the
glass. He would hear that and would have time to push the couch in the hall up against the bedroom
door. He didn't want to block it now in case he had to retrest into the bedroom himsalf.

Only one room remained, the living room, and this was where he was going to make his stand. There
were two windows in the living room and the far one could be entered from the fire escape, as could the
bedroom window. The killer might come thisway. The other window could not be reached from thefire
escape, though shots could il be fired through it from the windows across the court. But the corner was
out of theline of fire, and thiswas where he would be. He had pushed the big armchair right up against
the wall and, after checking once more that both windows were locked, he dropped into it.

His gun rested on hislap and pointed at the far window by the fire escape. He would shoot if anyone
tried to come through it. The other window was close by, but no harm could come that way unless he
stood in front of it. The thin fabric curtains were drawn and once it was dark he could see through them
without being seen himself. By shifting the gun barrdl afew degrees he could cover the door into the hall.
If there were any disturbance &t the front door he could be there in afew steps. He had done everything
he could. He settled back into the chair.

Once the daylight faded the room was quite dark, yet he could see well enough by the light of the city
sky, which filtered in through the drawn curtains. It was very quiet and whenever he shifted postion he
could hear the new chair springs twang beneath him. After only afew hours he redlized one dight flaw in
his plan. Hewasthirsty.

At first he could ignoreit, but by nine o'clock his mouth was as dry as cotton wool. He knew he
couldn't last the night like this- it was too digtracting. He should have brought atug of water in with him.
The wisest thing would be to go and get it as soon as possible, yet he did not want to leave the protection
of the corner. He had heard nothing of the killer and this only made him more concerned about his unseen
presence.

Then he heard Mariacdling to him. Very softly at firg, then louder and louder. She wasworried.



Was hedl right? He dared not answer her, not from here. The only thing to do wasto go to her, whisper
through the door that everything was fine and that she should be quiet. Perhaps then she would go to
deep. And he could get some water in the kitchen and bring it back.

Asquietly as he could he rose and stretched his fiff legs, keeping his eyes on the gray square of the
second window. Putting the toe of one foot against the hedl of the other he pulled his shoes off, then went
on slent tiptoe across the room. Mariawas calling louder now, rattling at the bathroom door, and he had
to slence her. Why couldn't she redlize the danger she was putting himin?

As he passed through the door the hall light above him came on.

"What are you doing?' he screamed at Mariawho stood by the switch, blinking in the sudden glare.

"l was so worried—"

The crash of breaking glass from the living room was punctuated by the hammering boom of the
machine pistol. Arrows of pain tore at Benedict and he hurled himsdf sprawling into the hall

"Into the bathroom!" he screamed and fired his own revolver back through the dark doorway.

Hewas only haf aware of Maria's muffled squedl as she dammed the door and, for the moment, he
forgot the pain of the wounds. There wasthe metdlic smell of burnt gunpowder and ablue haze hungin
the air. Something scraped in the living room and he fired again into the darkness. He winced asthe
answering fire crashed thunder and flame toward him and the bullets tore holes in the plaster of the hall
opposite the door.

Thefiring stopped but he kept his gun pointed as he redized that the killer'sfire couldn't reach him
where helay, againgt thewall away from the open doorway. The man would have to comeinto the hdl to
shoot him, and if he did that Benedict would firefirst and kill him. More shots dammed into thewall but
he did not bother to answer them. When the silence stretched out for more than aminute he took a
chance and silently broke the revolver and pulled out the empty shells, putting live cartridgesin their
place. There was apool of blood under hisleg.

Keegping the gun pointed at the doorway he clumsily rolled up his pantsleg with hisleft hand, then
took aquick glimpse. There was more blood running down his ankle and sopping his sock. A bullet had
torn through his calf muscle and made two round, dark holes from which the thick blood pumped. It
made him dizzy to look at; then he remembered and pointed the wavering pistol back at the doorway.
The living room was dlent. His sde hurt too, but when he pulled his shirt out of histrousers and looked
he redlized that although thiswound was painful, it was not asbad asthe onein hisleg. A second bullet
had burned dong his side, glancing off the ribs and leaving a shalow wound. It wasn't bleeding badly. But
something would have to be done about hisleg.

"Y ou moved fast, Benedict, | must congratulate you."

Benedict'sfinger contracted with shock and he pumped two bulletsinto the room, toward the sound
of theman'svoice. The man laughed.

"Nerves, Benedict, nerves. Just because | am hereto kill you doesn't mean that we can't talk.”

"You'realfilthy beast, afoul, filthy beast!" Benedict splattered the words from hislips and followed
them with a string of obscenities, expressions he hadn't used or even heard since his school days. He
stopped suddenly as he redized that Maria could hear him. She had never heard him curse before.

"Nerves, Benedict?' Thedry laugh sounded again. "' Calling meinsulting nameswon't dter this
gtution.”

"Why don't you leave?| won't try to sop you," Benedict said as he dowly pulled hisleft arm out of
hisshirt. "l don't want to see you or know you. Why don't you go away?"

"I'm afraid that it is not that easy, Ben. Y ou have created this Stuation; in one sense you have caled
me here. Like asorcerer summoning some evil genie. That'sapleasant smile, isntit? May | introduce
mysdf. My nameisMortimer."

"I don't want to know your name, you . . . piece of filth." Benedict half mumbled, his attention
concentrated on the silent remova of hisshirt. It hung from hisright wrist and he shifted the gun to hisleft
hand for amoment while he dipped it off. Hisleg throbbed with pain when he draped the shirt over the
wound in his calf and he gasped, then spoke quickly to disguise the sound. Y ou came here because you
wanted to—and I'm going to kill you for that."



"Very good, Benedict, that is much more the type of spirit | expected from you. After dl, you arethe
closest that we can come to adedicated lawbreaker these days. The antisocid individualist who stands
aone, who will carry on thetraditions of the Dillingers and the James brothers. Though they brought
death and you brought life, and your weapon isfar humbler than their guns...." Thewords ended with a
dry chuckle.

"Y ou have awarped mind, Mortimer, just what | would suspect of aman who accepts afreelicense
tokill. Youresick."

Benedict wanted to keep the other man talking, at least for afew minutes more until he could
bandage hisleg. The shirt was sticky with blood and he couldn't knot it in place with hisleft hand. Y ou
must be sick to come here," he said. "What other reason could you Possibly have?' laid the gun down
dlently, then fumbled with haste to bandage the wound.

"Sicknessisrdative," thevoicein the darkness said, "asis crime. Man invents societies and the rules
of hisinvented societies determine the crimes. O tempora O mores! Homosexuasin Periclean Greece
were honored men, and respected for their love. Homosexualsin industrial England were shunned and
prosecuted for the crimina act. Who commits the crime—society or the man? Which of them isthe
crimina?’Y ou may attempt to argue a higher authority than man, but that would be on an abstract
predication and what we are discussing here are redlities. Thelaw statesthat you areacrimina. | am
hereto enforce that law.” The thunder of his gun added punctuation to hiswords and long splinters of
wood flew from the doorframe. Benedict jerked the knot tight and grabbed up his pistol again.

"| do invoke a higher authority,” he said. "Natura law, the sanctity of life, theinviolability of marriage.
Under thisauthority | wed and | love, and my children are the blessngs of thisunion.”

"Y our blessngs—the blessings of the rest of mankind—are consuming thisworld like locusts,”
Mortimer said. "But that is an observation. First | must ded with your arguments.

"Primus. The only natura law iswritten in the sedimentary rocks and the spectra of suns. What you
cdl natura law isman-made law and varieswith the varieties of religion. Argument invaid.

"Secundus. Lifeisprolific and today's generations must die so that tomorrow's may live. All religions
have the faces of Janus. They frown at killing and at the same time smile at war and capital punishmen.
Argument invaid.

"Ultimus. Theforms of male and femae union are as varied as the societies that harbor them.
Argument invalid. Y our higher authority does not apply to theworld of factsand law. Believeinit if you
wigh, if it givesyou satisfaction, but do not invokeit to condone your crimina acts.”

"Crimina!" Benedict shouted, and fired two shots through the doorway, then cringed as an answering
storm of bullets crackled by. Dimly, through the bathroom door, he heard the baby crying, awakened by
the noise. He dropped out the empty shells and angrily pulled live cartridges from his pocket and jammed
them into the cylinder. "Y ou're the crimind, who istrying to murder me," he said. "Y ou are the tool of the
criminaswho invade my house with their unholy laws and tell me| can have no more children. Y ou
cannot give me orders about this."

"What afool you are," Mortimer sighed. "Y ou are asocia anima and do not hesitate to accept the
benefits of your society. Y ou accept medicine, so your children live now asthey would have died in the
past. And you accept aration of food to feed them, food you do not even work for. This suitsyou, so
you accept. But you do not accept planning for your family and you attempt to rgject it. It isimpossible.
Y ou must accept all or rgject dl. Y ou must leave your society or abide by itsrules. Y ou eat the food, you
must pay the price.”

"I don't ask for more food. The baby hasits mother's milk; we will share our food ration ..."

"Don't befatuous. Y ou and your irresponsible kind havefilled thisworld to bursting with your get,
and ill you will not stop. Y ou have been reasoned with, railed againgt, cgjoled, bribed and threatened,
all to no avail. Now you must be stopped. Y ou have refused al aid to prevent your bringing one more
mouth into this hungry world, and since you have done so anyway, you are to be held responsible for
closing another mouth and removing it from this same world. Thelaw isahumane one, rising out of our
higtory of individuaism and the frontier spirit, and gives you a chance to defend your idedswith agun.
Andyour life"



"Thelaw is not humane," Benedict said. "How can you possibly suggest that? It is harsh, cruel, and
pointless.”

"Quite the contrary, the system makes very good sense. Try to step outside yourself for amoment,
forget your pregjudices and look at the problem that faces our race. The universeis crud but it's not
ruthless. The conservation of massisone of the universe's most ruthlesdy enforced laws. We have been
insaneto ignoreit so long, and it is sanity that now forces usto limit the sheer mass of human flesh on this
globe. Apped sto reason have never succeeded in dowing the population growth, so, with great
reluctance, laws have been passed. Love, marriage, and the family are not affected up to areasonable
maximum of children. After that aman voluntarily forsakes the protection of society, and must teke the
consequences of hisown acts. If heisinsandy sdlfish, hisdeath will benefit society by ridding it of his
presence. If heisnot insane and has determination and enough guts to win—waell then, heisthe sort of
man that society needs and he represents a noble contribution to the gene pool. Good and law-abiding
citizens are not menaced by theselaws.”

"How dare you!" Benedict shouted. "Isapoor, helpless mother of an illegitimate baby acrimina ?*

"No, only if sherefusesdl ad. Sheiseven dlowed asingle child without endangering hersdlf. If she
persssin her folly, she must pay for her acts. There are countless frustrated women willing to volunteer
for battle to even the score. They, like mysdlf, are on the side of the law and eager to enforceit. So close
my mouth, if you can, Benedict, because | look forward with pleasure to closing your incredibly sdfish
one”

"Madman!" Benedict hissed and felt histeeth grate together with the intensity of his passion. " Scum of
society. This obscene law brings forth the insane dregs of humanity and arms them and givesthem license
tokill.

"It doesthat, and auseful deviceit is, too. The maadjusted expose themsalves and can be watched.
Better theinsanekiller coming publicly and boldly than trapping and butchering your child in the park.
Now herisks hislife and whoever iskilled serves humanity with his death.”

"Y ou admit you are amadman—allicensed killer? Benedict started to stand but the hall began to
spin dizzily and grow dark: he dropped back heavily.

"Not I," Mortimer said tondlesdy. "I am aman who wishesto aid the law and wipe out your vile,
proliferating kind."

"Y ou're an invert then, hating the love of man and woman."

The only answer was acold laugh that infuriated Benedict.

"Sick!" he screamed. "Or mad. Or gterile, incgpable of fathering children of your own and hating
those who can—"

"That's enough! I've talked enough to you, Benedict. Now | shall kill you."

Benedict could hear anger for the first timein the other's voice and knew that he had goaded the man
with the prod of truth. He was silent, sick and weak, the blood still seeping through his rough bandage
and widening in apool on thefloor. He had to save what little strength he had to aim and fire when the
killer came through the doorway. Behind him he heard the dmost sillent opening of the bathroom door
and therustle of footsteps. He looked helplesdy into Maria's tear-stained face.

"Who'sthere with you?' Mortimer shouted from where he crouched behind the armchair. "'l hear you
whispering. If your wife isthere with you, Benedict, send her away. | won't be responsible for the cow's
safety. Y ou've brought this upon yourself, Benedict, and the time has now come to pay the price of your
errors, and | shal be theinstrumentdity of that payment.”

He stood and emptied the remainder of the magazine bullets through the doorway, then pressed the
button releasing the magazine and hurled it after the bullets, clicking anew oneingtantly into place. Witha
quick pull he worked the dide to shove alive cartridge into the chamber and crouched, ready to attack.

Thiswasit. He wouldn't need the knife. Walk afew feet forward. Fire through the doorway, then
throw in the tear-gas pen. It would either blind the man or spoil hisaim. Then walk through firing with the
trigger jammed down and the bullets spraying like water and the man would be dead. Mortimer took a
deep, shuddering breath then stopped and gasped as Benedict's hand snaked through the doorway and
fdtitsway upthewadll.



It was S0 unexpected that for amoment he didn't fire and when he did fire he missed. A handisa
difficult target for an automatic weapon. The hand jerked down over the light switch and vanished asthe
ceiling lightscame on.

Mortimer cursed and fired after the hand and fired into the wall and through the doorway, hitting
nothing except insensate plaster and fedling terribly exposed benegath the glare of light.

Thefirg shot from the pistol went unheard in the roar of hisgun and he did not redlize that he was
under fire until the second bullet ripped into the floor closeto hisfoot. He stopped shooting, spun around,
and gaped.

On thefire escape outs de the broken window stood awoman. Slight and wide-eyed and swaying as
though strong wind tore at her, she pointed the gun at him with both hands and jerked the trigger
gpasmodicaly. The bullets came close but did not hit him, and in panic he pulled the machine pistol up,
spraying bullets towards the window. "Don't! | don't want to hurt you!" he shouted even as he didiit.

Thelast of hisbullets hit thewall and his gun clicked and locked out of battery asthe magazine
emptied. He hurled the barren metd magazine away and tried to jam afull onein and the pistol banged
again and the bullet caught him in the sde and spun him about. When he fell the pistal fell from his hand.
Benedict, who had been crawling dowly and painfully across the floor, reached him at the same moment
and clutched histhroat with hungry fingers.

"Don't..." Mortimer croaked and thrashed about. He had never learned to fight and did not know
what elseto do.

"Please Benedict, don't,” Mariasaid, climbing through the window and running to them. "Y ou're
killinghim."

"No, I'm not," Benedict gasped. "No strength. My hands are too weak."

Looking up he saw the pistol near his head and he reached and tore it from her.

"One less mouth now!" he shouted and pressed the hot muzzle against Mortimer's chest and the
muffled shot toreinto the man, who kicked violently once and died.

"Darling, youredl right?' Mariawailed, kneding and clutching himto her.

"Yes... dl right. Week, but that's from losing the blood, | imagine, but the bleeding has stopped now.
It'sdl over. Weve won. Well have the food ration, and they won't bother us anymore and everyone will
be satisfied."

"I'm so glad,” she said, and actualy managed to smile through her tears. "l redly didn't want to tell
you before, not bother you with dl this other trouble going on. But theré's going to be ..." She dropped
her eyes.

"What?' he asked increduloudy. ™Y ou can't possibly mean . . ."

"But | do." She patted the rounded mound of her midriff. "Aren't we lucky?'

All he could do was ook up at her, his mouth wide and gaping like some helpless fish cast up on the
shore.

Roommates

SUMMER

The August sun struck in through the open window and burned on Andrew Rusch's bare legs until
discomfort dragged him awake from the depths of heavy deep. Only dowly did he become aware of the
heat and the damp and gritty sheet beneath his body. He rubbed a his gummed-shut eyelids, then lay
there, staring up at the cracked and stained plaster of the ceiling, only half awake and experiencing a
feding of didocation, not knowing in those first waking moments just where he was, dthough he had lived
inthisroom for over seven years. He yawned and the odd sensation dipped away while he groped for
the watch that he always put on the chair next to the bed. Then he yawned again as he blinked at the
hands mistily seen behind the scratched crystal. Seven . . . seven o'clock in the morning, and therewasa
little number 9 in the middie of the square window. Monday the ninth of August, 1999—and hot asa



furnace dready, with the city till embedded in the heat wave that had baked and suffocated New Y ork
for the past ten days. Andy scratched at atrickle of perspiration on his side, then moved hislegs out of
the patch of sunlight and bunched the pillow up under his neck. From the other side of the thin partition
that divided the room in haf there came a clanking whir that quickly roseto a high-pitched drone.

"Morning ..." he shouted over the sound, then began coughing. Still coughing he reluctantly stood and
crossed the room to draw a glass of water from thewall tank; it came out in athin, brownish trickle. He
swallowed it, then rapped the dia on the tank with his knuckles and the needle bobbed up and down
closeto the Empty mark. It needed filling; he would have to see to that before he signed in a four o'clock
at the precinct. The day had begun.

A full-length mirror with a crack running down it was fixed to the front of the hulking wardrobe and
he poked hisface closetoit, rubbing at hisbristly jaw. He would have to shave before he went in. No
one should ever look a himsdlf in the morning, naked and revealed, he decided with distaste, frowning at
the dead white of his skin and the dight bow to hislegs that was usualy conceded by his pants. And how
did he manage to haveribsthat stuck out like those of astarved horse, aswell asagrowing
potbelly—both at the same time? He kneaded the soft flesh and thought that it must be the starchy dit,
that and sitting around on his chunk most of the time. But at |east the fat wasn't showing on hisface. His
forehead was allittle higher each year, but wasn't too obvious aslong as his hair was cropped short. You
have just turned thirty, he thought to himself, and the wrinkles are dready starting around your eyes. And
your nose istoo big—wasn't it Uncle Brian who always said that was because there was Welsh blood in
the family? And your canine teeth are alittle too obvious so when you smile you look abit like ahyena.
Y ou're ahandsome devil, Andy Rusch, and it'sawonder agirl like Shirl will even look a you, much less
kissyou. He scowled a himsdlf, then went to look for ahandkerchief to blow hisimpressive Welsh nose.

Therewasjust asingle pair of clean undershortsin the drawer and he pulled them on,- that was
another thing he had to remember today, to get some washing done. The squeding whine was till coming
from the other side of the partition as he pushed through the connecting door.

"Y ou're going to give yoursdf a coronary, Sol," he told the gray-bearded man who was perched on
the whedlless bicycle, pedaling so industrioudy that perspiration ran down his chest and soaked into the
bath towel that he wore tied around hiswaist.

"Never acoronary,” Solomon Kahn gasped out, pumping steadily. "I been doing thisevery day for
50 long that my ticker would missit if | ssopped. And no cholesterol in my arteries either since regular
flushing with acohal takes care of that. And no lung cancer since | couldn't afford to smoke evenif |
wanted to, which | don't. And at the age of seventy-five no protatitis because—"

"Sol, please—spare me the horrible details on an empty stomach. Do you have an ice cubeto
spare?'

"Take two—it'sahot day. And don't leave the door open too long.”

Andy opened the small refrigerator that squatted againgt the wall and quickly took out the plastic
container of margarine, then squeezed two ice cubes from the tray into a glass and dammed the door. He
filled the glass with water from thewall tank and put it on the table next to the margarine.

"Have you eaten yet?' he asked.

"I'll join you, these things should be charged by now."

Sol stopped pedaing and the whine died away to amoan, then vanished. He disconnected the wires
from the dectrica generator that was geared to the rear axle of the bike, and carefully coiled them up
next to the four black automobile storage batteries that were racked on top of the refrigerator. Then,
after wiping his hands on his soiled towe sarong, he pulled out one of the bucket seats, salvaged from an
ancient 1975 Ford, and sat down across the table from Andy.

"I heard the six o'clock news," he said. "The Eldsters are organizing another protest march today on
relief headquarters. That'swhere you'll see coronaries!”

"I wont, thank God, I'm not on until four and Union Squareisn'tin our precinct.” He opened the
breadbox and took out one of the six-inch-sgquare red crackers, then pushed the box over to Sol. He
spread margarine thinly on it and took abite, wrinkling his nose as he chewed. "I think this margarine has
turned.”



"How canyoutdl?" Sol grunted, biting into one of the dry crackers. " Anything made from motor oil
and whae blubber isturned to begin with."

"Now you begin to sound like anaturist,” Andy said, washing his cracker down with cold water.
"There's hardly any flavor at dl to the fats made from petrochemicas, and you know there aren't any
whales|eft so they can't use blubber—it'sjust good chlordlaoil.”

"Whdes, plankton, herring ail, it'sal the same. Tagtesfishy. I'll take mine dry so | don't grow no
fins" There was a sudden staccato rapping on the door and he groaned. "Not yet eight o'clock and
dready they are after you."

"It could be anything,"” Andy said, Sarting for the door.

"It could be but it's not, that's the callboy's knock and you know it aswell as| do and | bet you
dollarsto doughnutsthat'sjust who it is. See?' He nodded with gloomy satisfaction when Andy unlocked
the door and they saw the skinny, bare-legged messenger standing in the dark hall.

"What do you want, Woody?" Andy asked.

"l don" wan' no-fin," Woody ligoed over his bare gums. Though hewasin his early twenties he didn't
have atooth in his head. "Lieu-tenan' says bring, | bring." He handed Andy the message board with his
name written on the outside.

Andy turned toward the light and opened it, reading the lieutenant's spiky scrawl on the date, then
took the chalk and scribbled hisinitids after it and returned it to the messenger. He closed the door
behind him and went back to finish his bregkfast, frowning in thought.

"Don't look at methat way," Sol said, "I didn't send the message. Am | wrong in guessing it's not the
most pleasant of news?'

"It'sthe Eldgters, they're jamming the Square already and the precinct needs reinforcements.”

"But why you? This soundslike ajob for the harness bulls.”

"Harness bullsl Where do you get that medieva dang? Of course they need patrolmen for the crowd,
but there have to be detectives there to spot known agitators, pickpockets, purse grabbers and the rest.
It'll be murder in that park today. | haveto check in by nine, so | have enough time to bring up some
water firet."

Andy dressed dowly in dacks and aloose sport shirt, then put apan of water on the windowsill to
warm in the sun. He took the two five-gdlon plastic jerry cans, and when he went out Sol looked up
fromthe TV sat, glancing over thetop of his old-fashioned glasses.

"When you bring back the water I'll fix you a drink—or do you think it istoo early?"

"Not theway | fed today, it'snot."

The hall wasink black once the door had closed behind him and he felt hisway carefully dong the
wall to the stairs, cursing and amost faling when he sumbled over aheap of refuse someone had thrown
there. Two flights down awindow had been knocked through the wall and enough light came in to show
him the way down the last two flightsto the street. After the damp hallway the heat of Twenty-fifth Street
hit him in amusty wave, a tifling miasma compounded of decay, dirt and unwashed humanity. He had to
make hisway through the women who areadly filled the steps of the building, walking carefully so that he
didn't step on the children who were playing below. The sdewak was il in shadow but so jammed with
people that hewalked in the street, well away from the curb to avoid the rubbish and litter banked high
there. Days of heat had softened the tar so that it gave underfoot then clutched at the soles of his shoes.
There wasthe usud line leading to the columnar red water point on the corner of Seventh Avenue, but it
broke up with angry shouts and some waved fists just as he reached it. Still muttering, the crowd
dispersed and Andy saw that the duty patrolman was locking the steel door.

"What'sgoing on?' Andy asked. "I thought this point was open until noon."

The policeman turned, his hand automaticaly staying closeto his gun until he recognized the detective
from his own precinct. Hetilted back his uniform cap and wiped the sweet from his forehead with the
back of hishand.

"Just had the orders from the sergeant, al points closed for twenty-four hours. The reservoir level is
low because of the drought, they gotta save water."

"That'sahel of anote,” Andy said, looking at the key till in thelock. "I'm going on duty now and



this means I'm not going to be drinking for a couple of days..."

After acareful look around, the policeman unlocked the door and took one of the jerry cansfrom
Andy. "One of these ought to hold you." He held it under the faucet whileit filled, then lowered hisvoice.
"Don' let it out, but word isthat there was another dynamiting job on the aqueduct upstate.”

"Thosefarmersagan?'

"It must be. | was on guard duty up there before | came to this precinct and it'srough, they just as
soon blow you up with the agueduct at the sametime. Claim the city's stedling their water.”

"They've got enough.” Andy said, taking the full container. "More than they need. And there are 35
million people herein the city who get damn thirsty.”

"Who'sarguing?' the cop asked, damming the door shut again and locking it tight.

Andy pushed hisway back through the crowd around the steps and went through to the backyard
fird. All of thetoiletswerein use and he had to wait, and when he finally got into one of the cubicleshe
took thejerry canswith him; one of the kids playing in the pile of rubbish againgt the fence would be sure
to stedl them if heleft them unguarded.

When he had climbed the dark flights once more and opened the door to the room he heard the clear
sound of ice cubesrattling againgt glass.

"That's Beethoven's Fifth Symphony that you're playing,” he said, dropping the containers and fdling
into achair. "It'smy favoritetune,” Sol said, taking two chilled glasses from the refrigerator and, with the
solemnity of religiousritud, dropped atiny pearl onion into each of them and passed one to Andy, who
spped carefully at the chilled liquid.

"It'swhen | taste one of these, Sol, that | dmost believe you're not crazy after al. Why do they cal
them Gibsons?'

"A secret lost behind the migts of time. Why isa Stinger aStinger or aPink Lady a Pink Lady?"

"l don't know—why? | never tasted any of them.”

"I don't know either, but that's the name. Like those green things they servein the knockjoints,
Panamas. Doesn't mean anything, just aname.”

"Thanks" Andy said, draining hisglass. "The day |ooks better aready.”

Hewent into hisroom and took his gun and holster from the drawer and clipped it insde the
waistband of his pants. His shield was on his key ring where he aways kept it and he dipped his notepad
inontop of it, then hesitated a moment. It was going to be along and rough day and anything might
happen. He dug his nippers out from under his shirts, then the soft plagtic tube filled with shot. It might be
needed in the crowd, safer than agun with al those old people milling about. Not only that, but with the
new austerity regulations you had to have a damn good reason for using up any ammunition. He washed
aswell as he could with the pint of water that had been warming in the sun on the windowsllI, then
scrubbed hisface with the smdl shard of gray and gritty soap until hiswhiskers softened a bit. Hisrazor
blade was beginning to show obvious nicks along both edges and, as he honed it againgt theingde of his
drinking glass, he thought that it was time to think about getting anew one. Maybeinthefall.

Sol was watering hiswindow box when Andy came out, carefully irrigating the rows of herbs and tiny
onions. "Don't take any wooden nickels," he said without looking up from hiswork. Sol had amillion of
them, dl old. What in the world was awooden nickel ?

The sun was higher now and the heat was mounting in the sealed tar and concrete valley of the Street.
The band of shade was smaller and the steps were so packed with humanity that he couldn't leave the
doorway. He carefully pushed by atiny, runny-nosed girl dressed only in ragged gray underwear and
descended a step. The gaunt women moved aside reluctantly, ignoring him, but the men stared at him
with acold look of hatred stamped across their features that gave them astrangely dike appearance, as
though they were dl members of the same angry family.

Andy threaded his way through the last of them and when he reached the sdewak he had to step
over the outstretched leg of an old man who sprawled there. He looked dead, not adeep, and he might
befor dl that anyone cared. His foot was bare and filthy and a string tied about his ankle led to a naked
baby that was ditting vacantly on the sdewalk chewing on abent plastic dish. The baby wasasdirty as
the man and the string was tied about its chest under the pipestem arms because its scomach was swollen



and heavy. Was the old man dead? Not that it mattered, the only work he had to do in the world wasto
act as an anchor for the baby and he could do that job just aswell dive or dead.

Out of the room now, well away and unableto talk to Sol until he returned, he redlized that once
again he had not managed to mention Shirl. It would have been asimple enough thing to do, but he kept
forgetting it, avoiding it. Sol was always talking about how horny he aways was and how often he used
to get laid when he wasin the army. He would understand.

They were roommates, that was dl. There was nothing € se between them. Friends, sure. But
bringing agirl into livewouldn't change that.

So why hadn't hetold him?

FALL

"Everybody saysthisisthe coldest October ever, | never seen acolder one. And the rain too, never
hard enough to fill the reservoir or anything, but just enough to make you wet so you fed colder. Ain't
thet right?"

Shirl nodded, hardly listening to the words, but aware by the rising intonation of the woman'svoice
that a question had been asked. The line moved forward and she shuffled afew steps behind the woman
who had been speaking—a shapeless bundle of heavy clothing covered with atorn plastic raincoat, with
acord tied about her middle so that she resembled alumpy sack. Not that | look much better, Shirl
thought, tugging thefold of blanket farther over her head to keep out the persistent drizzle. It wouldn't be
much longer now, there were only afew dozen people ahead, but it had taken alot more time than she
thought it would; it was dmost dark. A light came on over the tank car, glinting off itsblack sdesand
lighting up the dowly fdling curtain of rain. The line moved again and the woman ahead of Shirl waddled
forward, pulling the child after her, a bundle as wrapped and shapeless as its mother, its face hidden by a
knotted scarf, that produced an amost constant whimpering.

"Stop that," the woman said. She turned to Shirl, her puffy face ared lumpiness around the dark
opening of her dmost toothless mouth. "He's crying because he's been to see the doc, thinks he's sick but
itsonly the kwash." She held up the child's swollen, ballooning hand. ™Y ou can tell when they swell up
and get the black spots on the knees. Had to sit two weeks in the Bellevue clinic to see a doc who told
mewhat | knew aready. But that's the only way you get him to sign the dip. Got a peanut-butter ration
that way. My old man lovesthe stuff. Y ou live on my block, don't you?1 think | seen you there?’

"Twenty-sixth Street," Shirl said, taking the cap off the jerry can and putting it into her coat pocket.
Shefdt chilled through and was sure she was catching acold.

"That'sright, | knew it was you. Stick around and wait for me, welll walk back together. 1t's getting
late and plenty of punkswould like to grab the water, they can dways sdll it. Mrs. Ramirez in my
building, she'saspic but she'sdl right, you know, her family been in the building since the World War
Two, she got ablack eye so swole up she can't see through it and two teeth knocked out. Some punk
got her with aclub and took her water away."

"Yes, I'll wait for you, that'sagood idea,” Shirl said, suddenly feding very aone.

"Cards," the patrolman said and she handed him the three Welfare cards, hers, Andy'sand Sol's. He
held them to the light, then handed them back to her. "Six quarts,”" he cdled out to the valve man.

"That'snot right," Shirl said.

"Reduced ration today, lady, keep moving, therésalot of people waiting."

She held out the jerry can and the valve man dipped the end of alargefunne into it and ranin the
water. "Next," he caled out.

Thejerry can gurgled when she walked and was tragicaly light. She went and stood near the
policeman until the woman came up, pulling the child with one hand and in the other carrying afive-gdlon
kerosene can that seemed amogt full. She must have abig family.

"Let'sgo.” thewoman said and the child trailed/ mewling faintly, at the end of her arm.

Asthey left the Twelfth Avenuerailroad siding it grew darker, the rain soaking up dl thefailing light.
The buildings here were mostly old warehouses and factories with blank solid walls concedling the
tenants hidden away inside, the sdewakswet and empty. The nearest sireetlight was ablock away. "My



husband will give me hell coming homethislate," the woman said asthey turned the corner. Two figures
blocked the sidewalk in front of them.

"Let's have thewater,” the nearest one said, and the distant light reflected from the knife he held
before him.

"No, don't! Please don't!" the woman begged and swung her can of water out behind her, away from
them. Shirl huddled against thewall and saw, when they walked forward, that they were just young boys,
teenagers. But they gtill had aknife.

"Thewater!" thefirst one said, jabbing hisknife at the woman.

"Takeit," she screeched, swinging the can like aweight on the end of her arm. Before the boy could
dodgeit caught him full in the Sde of the head, knocking him howling to the ground, the knife flying from
hisfingers. "Y ou want sometoo?" she shouted, advancing on the second boy. He was unarmed.

"No, | don't want no trouble,”" he begged, pulling at thefirst one's arm, then retreating when she
approached. When she bent to pick up the fallen knife, he managed to drag the other boy to hisfeet and
half carry him around the corner. It had only taken afew seconds and al the time Shirl had stood with
her back to thewall, trembling with fear.

"They got some surprise,” the woman crowed, holding the worn carving knife up to admireit. "1 can
use this better than they can. Just punks, kids." She was excited and happy. During the entire time she
had never rdeased her grip on the child's hand; it was sobbing louder.

There was no more trouble and the woman went with Shirl asfar as her door. "Thank you very
much,” Shirl said. "'l don't know what | would have done...."

"That's no trouble," the woman beamed. "Y ou saw what | did to him—and who got the knife now!"
She slamped away, hauling the heavy can in one hand, the child in the other. Shirl went in.

"Where have you been?' Andy asked when she pushed open the door. "I was beginning to wonder
what had happened to you." It was warm in the room. with afaint odor of fishy smoke, and he and Sol
were gtting at the table with drinksin their hands.

"It wasthe water, the line must have been ablock long. They only gave me six quarts, theration has
been cut again.” She saw his black look and decided not to tell him about the trouble on the way back.
Hewould be twice as angry then and she didn't want this meal to be spoiled.

"That's reglly wonderful," Andy said sarcastically. "The ration was dready too smal—so now they
lower it even more. Better get out of those wet things, Shirl, and Sol will pour you a Gibson. His
homemade vermouth hasripened and | bought some vodka."

"Drink up,” Sol said, handing her the chilled glass. "I made some soup with that Ener-G junk, it'sthe
only way it'sedible, and it should be just about ready. WEell have that for the first course, before—" He
finished the sentence by jerking his head in the direction of the refrigerator.

"What'sup?' Andy asked. "A secret?’

"No secret," Shirl said, opening the refrigerator, "just asurprise. | got these today in the market, one
for each of us." Shetook out a plate with three smal soylent burgerson it. "They're the new ones, they
had them on TV, with the smoky-barbecue flavor.”

"They must have cost afortune,” Andy said. "Wewon't et for the rest of the month."”

"They're not as expensve asdl that. Anyway, it was my own money, not the budget money, | used.”

"It doesn't make any difference, money ismoney. We could probably live for aweek on what these
thingscog.”

"Soup'son,” Sol said, diding the plates onto the table. Shirl had alump in her throat so she couldn't
say anything; she sat and looked at her plate and tried not to cry.

"I'm sorry," Andy said. "But you know how prices are going up— we have to look ahead. City
income tax is higher, eighty percent now, because of the raised Welfare payment, so it'sgoing to be
rough going thiswinter. Don't think | don't appreciateit ..."

"If you do, so why don't you shut up right there and et your soup?' Sol said.

"Keep out of this, Sol," Andy said.

"I'll keep out of it when you keep the fight out of my room. Now come on, anice med likethis, it
shouldn't be spoiled.”



Andy started to answer him, then changed his mind. He reached over and took Shirl'shand. "It is
going to beagood dinner.” hesad. "Let'sdl enjoy it."

"Not that good.” Sol said, puckering his mouth over a spoonful of soup. "Wait until you try this stuff.
But the burgerswill take the taste out of our mouths.”

There was slence after that while they spooned up the soup, until Sol started on one of hisarmy
stories about New Orleans and it was so impossible they had to laugh, and after that things were better.
Sol shared out the rest of the Gibsons while Shirl served the burgers.

"If | was drunk enough thiswould dmost taste like mest," Sol announced, chewing happily.

"They are good.” Shirl said. Andy nodded agreement. She finished the burger quickly and soaked up
the juice with ascrap of weed-cracker, then sipped at her drink. The trouble on the way home with the
water already seemed far distant. What wasit the woman had said was wrong with the child?

"Do you know what 'kwash' is?* she asked.

Andy shrugged. "Some kind of disease, that'sdl | know. Why do you ask?"

"There was awoman next to mein linefor the water, | wastalking to her. She had alittle boy with
her who was sick with this kwash. | don't think she should have had him out in therain, sick like thet.
And | waswondering if it was catching.”

"That you can forget about,” Sol said. "Kwash is short for kwash-iorkor. If, in the interest of good
hedlth, you watched the medica programslike | do, or opened abook, you would know al about it.

Y ou can't catch it becauseit's adeficiency disease like beriberi.”

"l never heard of that either,” Shirl said.

"There's not so much of that, but there's plenty of kwash. It comes from not egting enough protein.
They used to haveit only in Africabut now they got it right acrossthe whole U.S. Isan't that great?
There'sno meat around, lentils and soybeans cost too much, so the mamas stuff the kids with
weedcrackers and candy whatever ischesp ..."

The lightbulb flickered, then went out. Sol felt hisway across the room and found aswitch in the
maze of wiring on top of therefrigerator. A dim bulb lit up, connected to his batteries. "Needs acharge,”
he sad, "but it can wait until morning. Y ou shouldn't exercise after egting, bad for the circulation and
digegtion.”

"I'm sure glad you're here, Doctor,” Andy said. "I need some medica advice. I've got thistrouble.

Y ou see—everything | eat goesto my somach ..."

"Very funny, Mr. Wiseguy. Shirl, | don't see how you put up with this joker."

They dl felt better after the medl and they talked for awhile, until Sol announced he was turning off
the light to save the juicein the batteries. The small bricks of seacoa had burned to ash and the room
was growing cold. They said good night and Andy went in first to get hisflashlight; their room was even
colder than the other.

"I'm going to bed.” Shirl said. "I'm not redly tired, but it'sthe only way to keep warm.”

Andy flicked the overhead light switch uselessly. "The current is still off and there are some things|
haveto do. What isit—aweek now since we had any dectricity in the evening?”’

"Let me get into bed and I'll work the flash for you—will that be all right?*

"Itl haveto do."

He opened his notepad on top of the dresser, lay one of the reusable forms next to it, then began
copying information into the report. With hisleft hand he kept adow and regular squeezing on the
flashlight that produced steady illumination. The city was quiet tonight with the people driven from the
streets by the cold and the rain, the whir of the tiny generator and the occasional squeak of the stylo on
plastic sounded unnaturaly loud. There was enough light from the flash for Shirl to get undressed by. She
shivered when she took off her outer clothes and quickly pulled on heavy winter pgamas, a much-darned
pair of socks she used for deeping in, then put her heavy sweater on top. The sheets were cold and
damp, they hadn't been changed since the water shortage, though she did try to air them out as often as
she could. Her cheeks were damp, as damp as the sheets were when she put her fingertips up to touch
them, and she redlized that she was crying. Shetried not to sniffle and bother Andy. He was doing his
best, wasn't he? Everything that it was possibleto do. Yes, it had been alot different before she came



here, an easy life, good food and awarm room, and her own bodyguard, Tab, when she went out. And
all she had to do was deep with him a couple of times aweek. She had hated it, even the touch of his
hands, but at least it had been quick. Having Andy in bed was different and good and she wished that he
were there right now. She shivered again and wished she could stop crying.

WINTER

New Y ork City trembled on the brink of disaster. Every locked warehouse was a nucleus of dissent,
surrounded by crowds who were hungry and afraid and searching for someone to blame. Their anger
incited them to riot, and the food riots turned to water riots and then to looting wherever thiswas
possible. The palice fought back, only the thinnest of barriers between angry protest and bloody chaos.

At firgt nightsticks and weighted clubs stopped the trouble, and when thisfailed gas dispersed the
crowd. The tenson grew, since the people who fled only reassembled again in adifferent place. The solid
jets of water from the riot trucks stopped them easily when they tried to break into the welfare stations,
but there were not enough trucks, nor was there more water to be had once they had pumped dry their
tanks. The Health Department had forbidden the use of river water: it would have been like spraying
poison. Thelittle water that was available was badly needed for the fires that were springing up
throughout the city. With the streets blocked in many places the firefighting equipment could not get
through and the trucks were forced to make long detours. Some of the fires were spreading and by noon
al of the equipment had been committed and wasin use.

Thefirst gun wasfired afew minutes past twelve on the morning of December twenty-firgt, by a
W fare Department guard who killed aman who had broken open awindow of the Tompkins Square
food depot and had tried to climb in. Thiswasthe first but not the last shot fired—nor wasit thelast
person to bekilled.

Flying wire sedled off some of the trouble areas, but there was only alimited supply of it. Whenit ran
out the copters fluttered helplessly over the surging streets and acted as aerial observation postsfor the
police, finding the places where reserves were sorely needed. It was afruitlesslabor because there were
No reserves, everyonewasin thefront line.

After the first conflict nothing €lse made a strong impression on Andy. For the rest of the day and
mogt of the night, he along with every other policeman in the city was braving violence and giving violence
to restore law and order to acity torn by battle. The only rest he had was after he had falen victim to his
own gas and had managed to make hisway to the Department of Hospitals ambulance for treatment. An
orderly washed out his eyes and gave him atablet to counteract the gut-tearing nausea. He lay on one of
the stretchersingide, clutching his helmet, bombs and club to his chest, while he recovered. The
ambulance driver sat on another stretcher by the door, armed with a.30 caliber carbine, to discourage
anyone from too great an interest in the ambulance or its valuable surgica contents. Andy would like to
have lain there longer, but the cold mist was rolling out through the open doorway, and he began to shiver
s0 hard that histeeth shook together. It was difficult to drag to hisfeet and climb to the ground, yet once
he was moving hefelt alittle bette—and warmer. The attack had been broken up and he moved dowly
tojoin the nearest cluster of blue-coated figures, wrinkling his nose at the foul odor of his clothes.

From this point on, the fatigue never |eft him and he had memories only of shouting faces, running
feet, the sound of shots, screams, the thud of gas grenades, of something unseen that had been thrown at
him and hit the back of hishand and raised animmense bruise.

By nightfall it was raining, acold downpour mixed with deet, and it was this and exhaustion that
drove the people from the streets, not the police. Y et when the crowds were gone the police found that
their work was just beginning. Gaping windows and broken doorways had to be guarded until they could
be repaired, the injured had to be found and brought in for trestment, while the Fire Department needed
adin hating the countlessfires. Thiswent on through the night and a dawn Andy found himself dumped
on abench in the precinct, hearing his name being called off from alist by Lieutenant Grassoli.

"And that'sall that can be spared,” the lieutenant added. ™Y ou men draw rations before you leave
and turn in your riot equipment. | want you al back here at 1800 and | don't want excuses. Our troubles
aren't over yet."



Sometime during the night the rain had stopped. The rising sun cast long shadows down the
crosstown gtrests, putting a golden sheen on the wet, black pavement. A burned-out brownstone was
gtill smoking and Andy picked hisway through the charred wreckage that littered the street in front of it.
On the corner of Seventh Avenue were the crushed wreckage of two pedicabs, aready stripped of any
usable parts, and afew feet farther on, the huddled body of aman. He might be asleep, but when Andy
passed, the upturned face gave violent evidence that the man was dead. He walked on, ignoring it. The
Department of Sanitation would be collecting only corpsestoday.

Thefirst cavemen were coming out of the subway entrance, blinking &t thelight. During the summer
everyone laughed at the cavemen—the people whom Welfare had assigned to living quartersin the
stations of the now-slent subways—but as the cold weather approached, the laughter was replaced by
envy. Perhapsit wasfilthy down there, dusty, dark, but there were aways afew eectric heaters turned
on. They werent living in luxury, but at leest Welfare didn't let them freeze. Andy turned into hisown
block.

Going up the stairsin his building, he trod heavily on some of the deepers but wastoo fatigued to
care—or even notice. He had trouble fumbling his key into the lock and Sol heard him and came to open
it.

"l just made some soup,” Sol said. Y ou timed it perfectly.”

Andy pulled the broken remains of some weedcrackers from his coat pocket and spilled them onto
thetable.

"Been eding food?" Sol asked, picking up apiece and nibbling on it. "I thought no grub was being
given out for two more days?"'

"Policeration.”

"Only fair. Y ou can't beat up the citizenry on an empty slomach. I'll throw some of theseinto the
soup, giveit some body. | guessyou didn't see TV yesterday so you wouldn't know about al the fun and
gamesin Congress. Thingsareredly jumping ..."

"Is Shirl awake yet?' Andy asked, shucking out of his coat and dropping heavily into achair.

Sol was silent amoment, then he said dowly, "She'snot here.”

Andy yawned. "It's plenty early to go out. Why?'

"Not today, Andy." Sol stirred the soup with his back turned. " She went out yesterday, a couple of
hours after you did. She's not back ye—"

"Y ou mean she went out al the time during the riots—and last night too? What did you do?' He sat
upright, his bone-wesariness forgotten.

"What could | do? Go out and get mysdlf trampled to death like the rest of the old fogies? | bet she's
al right, she probably saw al the trouble and decided to stay with afriend instead of coming back here.”

"What friends? What are you talking about? | haveto go find her."

"Sit!" Sol ordered. "What can you do out there? Have some soup and get some deep, that's the best
thing you can do. Shelll be okay. | know it," he added reluctantly.

"What do you know, Sol?* Andy took him by the shoulders, haf turning him from the stove.

"Dont handle the merchandise!” Sol shouted, pushing the hand away. Then, in aquieter voice "All |
know is shejust didn't go out of here for nothing, she had areason. She had her old coat on, but | could
seewhat looked like ared nifty dress underneath. And nylon stockings. A fortune on her legs. And when
shesaid so long | saw she had lots of makeup on."

"Sol—what are you trying to say?"

"I'm not trying—I'm saying. She was dressed for visiting, not for shopping, like she was on the way
out to see someone. Her old man, maybe, she could be visting him."

"Why should she want to see him?”

"You tel me?Y ou two had afight, didn't you? Maybe she went away for awhileto coal off."

"A fight... | guess s0." Andy dropped back into the chair, squeezing his forehead with his pams. Had
it only been last night? No, the night before lagt. It seemed one hundred years since they had had that
stupid argument. But they were bickering so much these days.

One more fight shouldn't make any difference. He looked up with sudden fear. "She didn't take her



things—anything with her?" he asked.

"Jugt alittle bag," Sol said, and put a steaming bowl on thetable in front of Andy. "Eat up. I'll pour
onefor mysdlf." Then, "Shell be back.”

Andy was amost too tired to argue—and what could be said? He spooned the soup automatically,
then realized as he tasted it that he was very hungry. He ate with his elbow on the table, hisfree hand
supporting his head.

"Y ou should have heard the speechesin the Senate yesterday,” Sol said. "Funniest show on earth.
They'retrying to push this Emergency Bill through—some emergency, it's only been one hundred yearsin
the making—and you should hear them talking al around the little points and not mentioning the big
ones." Hisvoice settled into arich southern accent. "Faced by dire straits, we propose asurvey of al the
ee-menseriches of thisthe greatest edu-via basin, the delta, suh, of the mightiest of rivers, the
Mississppi. Dikes and drains, suh, science, suh, and you will have here therichest farmlandsin the
Western World!" Sol blew on his soup angrily. " 'Dikes is right—another finger in the dike. They've been
over thisground a thousand times before. But does anyone mention out loud the sole and only reason for
the Emergency Bill? They do not. After dl these yearsthey're too chicken to comeright out and tell the
truth, so they got it hidden away in one of thelittle riders tacked onto the bottom.”

"What are you talking about?' Andy asked, only haf listening, still worrying about Shirl.

"Birth contral, that'swhat. They arefindly getting around to legaizing clinicsthat will be opento
anyone—married or not—and making it alaw that al mothers must be supplied with birth-control
information. Boy, are we going to hear some howling when the blue-noses find out about that—and the
Popewill redly plotz!"

"Not now, Sol, I'm tired. Did Shirl say anything about when she would be back?'

"Just what | told you ..." He stopped and listened to the sound of footsteps coming down the hall.
They stopped and there was alight knocking on the door.

Andy wastherefirg, twisting at the knob, tearing the door open.

"Shirl!" hesad. "Areyou dl right?"

"Yes, sure—I'mfine”

Heheld her to him, tightly, almost cutting off her breeth. "With the riots—I didn't know what to
think," hesaid. "l just camein alittle while ago mysdf. Where have you been? What happened?'

"l just wanted to get out for awhile, that'sal.” Shewrinkled her nose. "What's that funny smell?!

He stepped away from her, anger weling up through thefatigue. "1 caught some of my own puke gas
and heaved it up. It's hard to get off. What do you mean that you wanted to get out for awhile?

"L et meget my coet off."

Andy followed her into the other room and closed the door behind them. She wastaking apair of
high-hedled shoes out of the bag she carried and putting them in the closet. "Well?' he said.

"Just that, it's not complicated. | wasfedling trapped in here, with the shortages and the cold and
everything, and never seeing you, and | felt bad about the fight we had. Nothing seemed to be going right.
So | thought if I dressed up and went to one of the restaurants where | used to go just to have a cup of
coffee or something, | might fed better. A morale boogter, you know." Shelooked up at his cold face,
then glanced quickly away.

"Then what happened?’ he asked.

"I'm not in the witness box, Andy. Why the accusing tone?"

Heturned his back and looked out the window. "I'm not accusing you of anything, but you were out
al night. How do you expect meto fed?"

"Wel, you know how bad it was yesterday, | was afraid to come back. | was up at Curley's—"

"The meeteasy?'

"Yes, but if you don't eat anything it's not expensive. It'sjust the food that costs. | met some peoplel
knew and we talked, they were going to aparty and invited me and | went along. We were watching
news about the riots on TV and no one wanted to go out, so the party just went on and on.” She paused.
"That'sdl."

"All?" An angry question, adark suspicion.



"That'sdl.” she said, and her voice was now as cold as his.

Sheturned her back to him and began to pull off her dress, and their words lay like acold barrier
between them. Andy dropped onto the bed and turned his back on her aswell so that they were like
grangers, evenin thetiny room.

SPRING

The funerd drew them together as nothing e€lse had during the cold depths of the winter. It wasaraw
day, gusting wind and rain, but there was till afeding that winter was on the way out. But it had been
too long awinter for Sol and his cough had turned into a cold, the cold into pneumonia, and what can an
old man do in acold room without drugsin awinter that does not seem to end? Die, that was adl. So he
hed died. They had forgotten their differences during hisillness and Shirl had nursed him as best she
could, but careful nursing does not cure pneumonia. The funera had been as brief and cold as the day
and in the early darkness they went back to the room. They had not been back half an hour before there
was aquick rapping on the door. Shirl gasped.

"The cdlboy. They can'. Y ou don't have to work today."

"Don't worry. Even Grassy wouldn't go back on hisword about athing like this. And besides, that's
not the callboy's knock.”

"Maybe afriend of Sol'swho couldn't get to the funerd.”

Shewent to unlock the door and had to blink into the darkness of the hall for amoment before she
recognized the man standing there,

"Tab! Itisyou, isn't it? Comein, don't stand there. Andly, | told you about Tab my bodyguard ..."

"Afternoon, Miss Shirl," Tab said golidly, staying inthe hdl. "I'm sorry, but thisisno socid cal. I'm
on thejob now."

"What isit?" Andy asked, walking over next to Shirl.

"You haveto redize| take the work that is offered to me," Tab said. He was unsmiling and gloomy.
"I've been in the bodyguard pool since September, just the odd jobs, no regular assgnments, we take
whatever work we can get. A man turns down ajob, he goesright back to the end of thelist. | havea
family tofeed ..."

"What are you trying to say?" Andy asked. He was aware that someone was standing in the darkness
behind Tab and could tell by the shuffle of feet that there were others out of sight down the hall.

"Don't take no guff," the man in back of Tab said in an unpleasant nasal voice. He stayed behind the
bodyguard where he could not be seen. "1 got the law on my side. | paid you. Show him the order!”

"| think | understand now," Andy said. " Get away from the door, Shirl. Come inside so we can talk
toyou."

Tab started forward and the man in the hdl tried to follow him. ™Y ou don't go in there without me—"
he shrilled. Hisvoice was cut off as Andy dammed the door in hisface.

"I wish you hadn't donethat," Tab said. He was wearing his spike-studded iron knuckles, hisfist
clenched tight around them.

"Relax," Andy said. "l just wanted to talk to you donefirgt, find out was going on. He hasa
sguat-order, doesn't he?!

Tab nodded, looking unhappily down at the floor.

"What on earth are you two talking about?' Shirl asked, worriedly glancing back and forth at their set
expressons.

Andy didn't answer and Tab turned to her. "A squat-order isissued by the court to anyone who can
provethey areredly in need of aplaceto live. They only give so many out, and usudly just to people
with big families that have had to get out of some other place. With a squat-order you can look around
and find avacant apartment or room or anything like that, and the order is sort of a search warrant.
There can be trouble, people don't want to have strangers walking in on them, that kind of thing, so
anyone with a squat-order takes along a bodyguard. That'swhere | comein, the party out therein the
hal, name of Belicher, hired me."

"But what are you doing here?' Shirl asked, ill not understanding.



"Because Bdicher isaghoul, that'swhy,” Andy said bitterly. "He hangs around the morgue looking
for bodies"

"That'soneway of saying it," Tab answered, holding on to histemper. "He'saso aguy with awife
and kids and no placeto live, that's another way of looking at it."

There was a sudden hammering on the door and Belicher's complaining voice could be heard
outside. Shirl findly realized the significance of Tab's presence, and she gasped. "Y ou're here because
you're helping them,” she said. "They found out that Sol is dead and they want thisroom."

Tab could only nod mutely.

"Theresill away out,” Andy said. "If we had one of the men here from my precinct living in here,
then those people couldn't get in.”

The knocking was louder and Tab took a half-step backwards toward the door. "If there was
somebody here now, that would be okay, but Belicher could probably take the thing to squat court and
get occupancy anyway because he hasafamily. I'll do whatever | can to help you—but Belicher, he's ill
my employer.”

"Don't open that door," Andy said sharply. "Not until we have this straightened out."”

"l haveto—what ese can | do?' He straightened up and closed hisfist with hard knuckles onit.
"Don' try to stop me, Andy. Y ou're a policeman, you know the law about this."

"Tab, must you?' Shirl asked in alow voice.

Heturned to her, eyesfilled with unhappiness. "We were good friends once, Shirl, and that's the way
I'm going to remember it. But you're not going to think much of me after this because | have to do my
job. I haveto let themin."

"Go ahead, open the damn door,” Andy said bitterly, turning his back and walking over to the
window.

The Bdichers swarmed in. Mr. Bdlicher was thin, with a strangely shaped head, amost no chin and
just enough intelligence to sign his name to a Welfare gpplication. Mrs. Bdlicher was the support of the
family,- from the flabby fat of her body came the children, dl seven of them, to swell the Rdlief dlotment
on which they survived. Number 8 was pushing an extrabulge out of the dough of her flesh; it wasredly
number 11 since three of the younger Belichers had perished through indifference or accident. The largest
girl, she must have been dl of twelve, was carrying the sore-covered infant which stank abominably and
cried continuoudly. The other children shouted at each other now, released from the Sllence and tension
of thedark hdll.

"Oh lookathe nicefridge,” Mrs. Belicher said, waddling over and opening the door.

"Dont touch that.” Andy said, and Belicher pulled him by thearm.

"I like thisroom—it's not big you know, but nice. What'sin here?' He started toward the door in the
partition.

"That'smy room," Andy said, damming it shut in hisface. "Just keep out of there.”

"No need to act like that," Belicher said, sdling away quickly like adog that has been kicked too
often. "l got my rights. The law says| can look wherever | want with a squat-order.” He moved farther
away as Andy took astep toward him. "Not that I'm doubting your word, migter, | believe you. This
room hereisfine, got agood table, chairs, bed ..."

"Those things belong to me. Thisisan empty room, and asmall one at that. It's not big enough for
you and dl your family."

"It'sbig enough. Welived in smdler—"

"Andy—stop them! Look—" Shirl's unhappy cry spun Andy around and he saw that two of the boys
had found the packets of herbsthat Sol had grown so carefully in hiswindow box, and were tearing them
open, thinking that it was food of some kind.

"Put those things down," he shouted, but before he could reach them they had tasted the herbs, then
Spat them ouit.

"Burn my mouth!" the bigger boy screamed and sprayed the contents of the packet on the floor. The
other boy bounced up and down with excitement and began to do the same thing with the rest of the
herbs. They twisted away from Andy and before he could stop them the packets were empty.



As soon as Andy turned away, the younger boy, still excited, climbed on the table—his mud-stained
foot wrappings leaving filthy smears—and turned up the TV. Blaring music crashed over the screams of
the children and the ineffectud cals of their mother. Tab pulled Belicher away as he opened the
wardrobe to see what wasinsde.

"Get these kids out of here," Andy said, white-faced with rage.

"| got asquat-order, | got rights,” Belicher shouted, backing away and waving an imprinted square of
pladtic.

"| don't care what rights you have," Andy told him, opening the hal door. "Well talk about that when
these brats are outsde.”

Tab sttled it by grabbing the nearest child by the scruff of the neck and pushing it out through the
door. "Mr. Ruschisright,” he said. "The kids can wait outside while we sttle this™

Mrs. Belicher sat down heavily on the bed and closed her eyes, asthough dl this had nothing to do
with her. Mr. Bdlicher retreated against the wall saying something that no one heard or bothered to listen
to. Therewere some shrill cries and angry sobbing from the hall and the last child was expdlled.

Andy looked around and realized that Shirl had gone into their room; he heard the key turnin the
lock. "I supposethisisit?' he said, looking steadily at Tab.

The bodyguard shrugged helplesdy. "I'm sorry, Andy, honest to God | am. What elsecan | do?It's
thelaw, and if they want to Stay here you can't get them out.”

"It'sthelaw, it'sthe law," Belicher echoed tondesdy.

There was nothing Andy could do with his clenched fists and he had to force himsdlf to open them.
"Help me carry these thingsinto the other room, will you, Tab?'

"Sure," Tab said, and took the other end of thetable. "Try and explain to Shirl about my part in this,
will you?| don't think she understandsthat it'sjust ajob | haveto do."

Their footsteps crackled on the dried herbs and seeds that littered the floor and Andy did not answer
him.

The Pliable Animal

Man isa pliable animal,
a being who gets accustomed to everything.
—Feodor Dostoyevsky

Commander Risshy was squat and square, planted solidly behind the desk-as if he had been grown
there. He gave an impression of strength and determination—uwhich was true—and of downessand
stupidity— which was completely false. He looked particularly bovine at this moment, scratching his
close-cropped gray hair with one thick finger and blinking dowly while he talked.

"If I knew what you were looking for, Honorable Sir Petion, maybe then | could be of morehelp . . .
o

The thin abino stting opposite snapped his answer, cutting through the tentative advance of the
Commander's words. "What I'm doing here is my business—not yours. Y ou will help me and you won't
ask questions. At the proper time you will beinformed. Not before. In the meantime you will be ableto
assist me. Firgt thing— can you get meinto the palace without arousing any suspicion astowhy | am
here?'

The Honorable Sir Jorge Suvarov Petion didn't redlly enjoy throwing hisweight around. But it had to
be done. It was one of the uncomfortable things that occurred in hisline of duty—Ilikelooking at violently
battered corpses. With other men he acted differently. He spoke to Commander Rissby in this manner
not from maice but from previous knowledge. It was the only way one could get along with the stolid,
unimaginative men of Tacora. They made the most loyd soldiers the Empire had—if you took into
consderation their grim fixation with status. Speaking as he had, Petion established his superiority of



person aswell as of rank. His relationship with the Commander and his soldiers would now be agood
one.

Truthfully, Commander Rissby was not insulted by the reprimand. He had questioned the other's
authority and now knew where they both stood. The white-haired man across from him was one of those
who held the Empire together. 1t would be a pleasure to take orders from him. He wasn't one of those
pink-eyed socia parasiteswho grew fat off thework of others. At the appropriate moment Sir Jorge
would tdll hisreasonsfor being here. Meanwhile, the Commander could be patient.

Commander Rissby wasn't mentioning it aloud, but he could make agood guess asto what Sir
Petion wasredly after. The paace, that wasthe key. Turning his chair dightly, he could seeit, just above
the barracks roof, perched on top of the hill. An unusua structure completely covered with overlapping
ceramic plates, dl of them in soft pastel colors. Like acandy castle. Asif one good kick would send it
smashing into athousand pieces.

"Y ou will have no trouble getting into the palace, Honorable Sir," the Commander said. "Not after
your name and rank are known to theroya family. Very few of the nobility ever visit an off-the-track
planet likethis, and thereis dways an officid invitation. Would you likemeto . . . 7' He added the
question carefully, more of asuggestion than an interrogetion.

Sir Petion proved he was not vindictive by nodding at theidea. "Later. Not right now. | wanttodo a
little looking around first. I'll need your help, but we can't be too obvious about it. Until the proper time
you are the only person who isto know that | am an investigator.”

"Asyou say, so shdl | act." The Commander repeated the ritual words with sincerity, standing first
and clashing the hedls of his boots together as Sir Petion | eft.

Ka waswaiting halfway across the barracks square, short and ugly as atree ssump. Even the squat
Tacorasoldiers towered over him, the one-and-a-half Earth gravities of their home world having had only
adight effect on their height. Kai thought that four gravities were norma, and ruthless genetic selection
had compacted his people into amost solid lumps of bone and muscle. His strength was beyond
imegining.

Therewas no hurry in Petion's step, and apparently no direction. The boredom and dilettantism of
the nobility was well known, and made a perfect cover for an investigator's operation. As he strolled near
Ka he snapped hisfingersloudly. The short man trundled over with deceptive speed.

"What did you find out?" Sir Petion asked without bothering to look down.

"Everything, but everything, Georgie," Ka rumbled. "I copied the entirefile while the clerk was out."
Ka had worked with the Honorable Sir long before he had been called by that title. He enjoyed a
friendship shared by very few others.

"Y ou mean you know who did it?" Petion yawned as he said it. Their conversation couldn't be
overheard, and they kept up the appearance of master and servant to anyone watching from a distance.
Ka gave aquick bow that seemed to break him in half and growled his answer.

"I'm good, old buddy, but I'm not that good. We've only been on thislightweight planet acouple of
hours. But | have acomplete transcript of thefile, notes, observations—the works. It'safirst step.”

"Wl let's take asecond one.” Petion said, starting off. " The palace gate will probably be as good a
placeto start asany." Kai scuttled after him as he lft.

A brief walk took them to the palace. The streets weren't crowded, and the native Andriadans had a
very low curiogity quotient. They made way for the white-haired Earthman, but did it in an automatic
manner, their long legsworking like ilts

"Beanpoled" Ka muttered, offended by the exaggerated length of their legs and thin forms. Any one
of them could have stepped over him without breaking stride.

Ka had his notes concedled in an Andriadan guidebook. He apparently read from the book, nodding
at the pink, scale-covered wall in front of them. "Thisisthe main gate, the one the car came out of . At
exactly 2135 hours according to the guard'slog. It turned down the street behind us.”

"And Prince Melowasdoneinit?' Petion asked.

"Thedriver said he was, and so did the gate guard. One driver, one passenger.”

"All right. How far did they go?' He led the way down the Strest.



"Just asfar asthiscorner here" Ka said, seemingly pointing at amobile of ceramic bellsthat hung
from the building, tinkling in the wind. "The Prince shouted 'Stop' and the driver hit the brakes. Before the
car had completely stopped moving the prince opened the right-hand door and jumped out, running
down this passage." They followed the route the unlucky Prince had taken ayear earlier, Ka tracing the
course with hisnotes.

"The Prince left no orders, nor did he return. After afew minutes the driver began to be worried. He
followed the same way—as far asthislittle intersection—and found the Prince lying on the ground.”

"Dead from astab wound in the heart, lying aone, soaked with hisown blood,” Petion added. "And
no one saw him, or heard him or had the dightest ideawhat had happened.”

Heturned inadow circle, looking at the intersection. Mostly blank walls broken by afew doors.
There was no onein sight. Two other streets led away from the small square.

There was athin creak of unoiled ceramic and Petion turned quickly. One of the doors had opened
and atall Andriadan stood looking at them, blinking. His eyes met the Earthman'sfor asingle instant.
Then he stepped back and closed the door.

"I wonder if that door islocked?" Petion asked. Kai had missed none of the interchange. He moved
swiftly up the two steps and leaned against the door. It groaned but did not move.

"A good lock.” Kai said. "Y ouwant | should push againgt it alittle?’

"Not now. It'll keep. The chances areit means nothing."

They took adifferent route back to the Imperial compound, enjoying the warmth of the golden
afternoon. Andriad's primary glowed with ayelow brilliancy in the sky, coaxing pastel reflectionsfrom
the sheen of the ceramic buildings. The air, the background murmur of the city, everything combined to
produce afesling of peace that the two men found alien after the mechanized roar of the central worlds.

"Last place you would expect to find bloody murder,” Ka said.

"My very thought. But are these people as relaxed as they 1ook? They're supposed to be, | know.
Peaceful, law-abiding agrarians, leading lives of unparalleled sweetness and domesticity. All thetime— or
is there a hidden tendency towards violence?'

"Just like that nicelittle lady boardinghouse keeper on Westerix IV," Kai reminisced. "The onewho
killed seventy-four lodgers before we caught up with her. What a collection of luggage she had in that
storeroom. . . |"

"Don't make the mistake of assuming similarity just because of superficia resemblance. Many
planets—like Andriad here—were cut off from mainstream galactic culture for centuries. They developed
trends, characteristics, persondity quirks that we know nothing about. That we have to know about if we
areworking on acase."

"How about some original research?' Ka asked. "In here." He jerked histhumb at an outdoor
restaurant, with shaded tables around a gently splashing fountain. "I'm dehydrated.”

The Andriad beer was chilled and excellent, served in cold ceramic mugs. Kal sat opposite Petion at
the table—no need to keep up the master-and-servant pretense here where they were unknown—and
drained his beer dmogt at aswallow. He banged for more and rumbled deep in his chest asthe waiter
shambled dowly to fetchit. Sipping dowly at the beer he looked around the garden.

"Havethe place practicaly to ourselves," he said. "The kitchen must be open, | can smdll it. Let'stry
thelocd food. That army chow we had for breskfast is il Sitting in my stomach, unchanged and
undigested.”

"Order if you like," Petion said, looking through the carved wood screen at the dow traffic of the
street outside. "I doubt if you will likeit, though. In case you didn't read dl of the guidebook, the
An-driadans are gtrict vegetarians.”

"No steaks!" Kai groaned. "If | wasn't starving | wouldn't consider touching their dop. Order
up—I'm gameif you are.”

Petion | eft the choice of food to the waiter, who brought them alarge compartmented tray filled with
oddly shaped bowls. Their contents differed in flavor and texture, but had an overdl sameness.

"Tagdess” Ka snorted and shook a coating of dried herbs over everything. He ate quickly, cleaning
anumber of bowls, hoping that quantity might make up for quality. Petion ate dowly, savoring the variety



of flavours.

"The different dishes have their own charm,” he said. "Buit the flavors are very subtle never anything
strong or overpowering like onion or garlic. If you make an effort to gppreciateit, it's not too bad."

"It'sterrible!” Kai said, pushing away the empty plates and belching. A plate of exatic fruits occupied
his attention next.

It wasn't that the scream was particularly loud or terrifying. It was just unexpected and completely
out of place. The peaceful murmur from the streets and the delicate music of the wind-stirred ceramic
bellswas rudely diced into by the suddenness of the cry. Kai choked on amouthful of fruit, hisglass
knifefaling and shattering on the stone floor,- an ugly little gun gppeared in his hand. Petion did nothing,
just sat absolutely <till and observed.

Waiters and customers, moving with haste unusua for Andriadans, crowded to the screen facing the
street. Outside there were suddenly more people, pressing back againgt the walls on both sides of the
dreet. They weredl looking expectantly, and alittle fearfully, in the same direction.

"What's the occason?' Kai asked. The gun was gone now but he was till dert. The scream sounded
again, closer and louder, and it was obvious now that it had been made by an anima of some kind.

"WEell know in amoment,” Petion said. "Herethey come.”

Men pulled on ropes attached to the large wooden cage, others pushed on bars fixed to the sides.
The cage moved dowly, lurching and scratching aong on wooden runners—even though whed swere
used on dl of the other Andriadan vehicles. Thiswas something specid. Everything about the cage and
the fixed, half-horrified attention of the crowd spelled out the importance of the event. It was only the
animd in the cage that seemed very unimpressive for the stir it caused. A mottle-furred, long-toothed and
clawed carnivore, about the Sze of aterrestrid lion. It paced the cage, looking in bewilderment at the
crowd. Again it opened its mouth and roared piercingly. A ripple of motion passed acrossthetdl
Andriadans.

"What isthat beast?' Petion asked the customer nearest to him.

"Sinnd ..." the man said and shuddered. "What are they going to do with it?"

This question was obvioudy the wrong one, because the man turned shocked eyes on the Earthman.
When Petion returned his gaze the Andriadan blushed and murmured something and turned quickly
avay.
"Pay the bill.” Petion told Kai, "and let'sfollow that cage. Thisis something that is definitely not
mentioned in the guidebooks." The Sinnd's cry, muffled now by distance, echoed in the empty street.

By the time they had caught up with it the cage had amost reached its destination, an open field just
bel ow the palace. The cage had been pulled onto araised platform and men with ropes gathered around
it. Getting close enough to watch was no problem, since the native An-driadans seemed torn between
horrified attraction and repugnance. There were large gapsin the crowd that tirred and shifted in an
unceasing Brownian movement. An empty space surrounded the platform. Petion and Kai stood in the
first rank and watched the strange ceremony approach its climax.

A webwork of ropes now held the Sinnd immohbile. It mewled in terror as anoose pulled its head up,
gretching its neck to the utmost. Thin white cloth was now wrapped firmly round and round its neck. The
entire affair ssemed meaningless.

"Look!" Ka hissed. "The man in the white nightshirt. Recognize him from the photographs?!

"TheKing.” Petion said. "Thisis getting moreinteresting dl thetime."

Nothing was said from the platform and the affair proceeded at breakneck speed. It was over inless
than thirty seconds. The King looked only once at the crowd and lowered his chin. A rustle swept the
field asthe gathered thousands bowed in answer. The King turned and took the sword from an
attendant. With asingle quick thrust he plunged it into the white wrappings, severing the bound beast's
throdt.

A voiceless gasp swept the audience asthey drew in their breaths, almost in unison. Struggling
againg its bindings, the Sinnd burbled alast horrible cry, then dumped down. The King withdrew the
sword and the white bindings turned a brilliant scarlet. Next to Petion a man bent over and vomited on
the ground.



He wasn't the only one; the repugnance seemed universal. There were only afew women in the
crowd, and al had apparently fainted at the moment of execution, as had anumber of the men. Their
friends were quickly carrying them off. Thefield cleared with suspicious speed; even the King and
officidsfrom the platform joined the exodus. Within aminute the two offworl ders and the dead beast
were done.

"Well I'll be damned!” Kai exploded. "It wasn't that bad. Why, I've seen infinitely worse things than
that. | can recal—"

"Save your sordid reminiscences.” Petion told him. "I've heard them dl. In addition to which—you
are correct. It wasn't that bad, particularly with the bandage to cover the wound." He walked over and
looked pensively at the dain Sinnd, freed of life and bondage at las.

"What doesit all mean?' Kai asked.

"We're going to have to find out. The whole thing seems meaningless now, but it was obvioudy of
great importance to the locals. Let's get back to the base and talk to Rissby. He's been stationed here
nine years, and should know what it's about.”

"So you've uncovered the loca secret,” Commander Rissby said. "It'shard to tell if they are ashamed
or proud of it. Anyway they make no attempt to stop people from watching, though they do fight strongly
againg any kind of publicity or officia atention. Our policy during ninety-six years of occupation has
been amply hands off."

"Isit areligious ceremony?"' Petion asked.

"Might be, Honorable Sir. We had an anthropology team through here once, and they were getting
interested until they were officially requested to leave. One of them told me that the ceremony hasan
historical necessity that developed into apublic ritud of exorcism.”

"How?"

"l don't know how much you know of this planet's history, Honorable Petion . . . ?' He hesitated,
afraid to presume too much.

"For Empresss sake, tell usman!" Kai sngpped. "If you think Sir Petion has the time to bone up on
the history of every off-trail planet—you're completely wrong. He knowswheét | tell him because| handle
the mechanics of these investigations and keep the records. All he hasto do is solve the problem. We
know next to nothing about this rock; we came here direct from the last job and never got back to the
archives"

"Then youll forgive ashort lecture,” Commander Rissby said placidly, still not knowing where he
gtood in the chain of command. "Early history isobscure, but it is obviousthis planet passed through a
smple agrarian economy after being settled. Almost Stone Age, at least asfar as artifacts go, since
Andriad has no heavy metds. If the Honorable Sir has deemed it necessary to make astudy of
anthropology he will know that one of the theories of the development of mankind on Earth concerned
man's using hislong legsfor running, to escape predators. This happened, in actudity, right here. With no
real mountains or forests, Andriad is a perfect habitat for herbivores. Y ou've seen the gigantic herds that
still roam the grasdands. Of course, as part of the ecology, there were the carnivores. One species
dominated dmost completely, the Sinnd that you saw today."

"Men are better carnivores.” Kai said. "So they knocked the Sinnd over the head and ate the
ruminants themsdves?'

"Quite the contrary. They ran away aong with the other animas." Ka snorted in contempt, but the
other two ignored him. "They became pure vegetarians—asthey till aretoday. This period of food
gathering and flight must have lasted quite a number of years."

"But not forever.” Petion said, "or this city wouldn't be here. Sooner or later they had to stop running
and find another way to deal with the carnivores.”

"Of course. They found that the Sinnd could be trapped in pits, captured dive. By thistimethey had
developed such an averson to taking life that they found it hard to kill. Rather they found it impossible.

Y et a crime even worse than killing would be to let the animals starve to death. That was when
Grom—ancestor of the present King—started the roya family. Hekilled atrapped Sinnd. That's the way
the myths have it and for a change they're probably true. Of course the rest of the Andriadans were



horrified that aman could do this—yet at the same time strangdly attracted. Grom was obvioudy the
strongest man and quickly gained the power passed on to the present King Grom. They have dl had the
samename.”

"And the samejob.” Petion said. "Killing Sinnd. Does it happen often now?"

"Only afew timesayear when a Sinnd will raid one of the towns. Most of them stay away, following
the herds. Then the captured Sinnd is sent here to be dispatched in the proper manner. The professor
who told me dl thisalso clamed it was aritua murder of evil. The king-protector destroys the symbolic
and thered devil & thesametime.”

"Probably true.” Petion considered. "It certainly explainswhat we saw today. Don't think these
questionsfoolish, Commander. Everything on this planet isrelevant to the case under investigation. |
imagine you know why I'm here?'

"Onecanonly guess..." Commander Rissby murmured politely.

"Themurder of Prince Mdlo."

"The murder of course," Risshy agreed with no surprise.

"Tell me about Prince Mello. What kind of reception did he have here?

Commander Rissby was no longer at ease. He mumbled something and suddenly his collar wastight
enough to need easing with hisforefinger.

"Louder please, Commander,” Petion asked.

"PrinceMdlo. . . Why the Prince was of course anobleman, agentleman. All admired him and
prased him ...

"Rubbish and nonsensel" Petion exploded, angry for thefirst time.

"Thisisan investigation, not an attempt to whitewash the aready tarnished name of awastrel and a
dolt! Why do you think aprince of the House, e ghty-second cousin of the Empress, should be
pleasure-jaunting in an out-of-the-way spot like this? Because the departed Prince'sintelligence just
cleared the moron borderline and he had trouble signing his own name. Through stupidity compounded
by arrogance he caused more trouble for the Empire than an army of liberationists.”

Rissby's face and neck were flushed bright red. He looked like a bomb ready to explode and Petion
took pity on him. ™Y ou know al this—or suspected it," he said gently. "Y ou must redize if the Empireis
to prosper—as we both want it to prosper—some of the evils of generations of inbreeding must be
eliminated, Mello's desth was more of ablessing than atragedy. Just the manner of hisgoing reflectsill on
the Empire and must be investigated. Y ou are too long in the service not to know these things. Now tell
me about the Prince's activities here."

Commander Rissby opened his mouth, but no words came out. Loyalty fought with honesty. Petion
respected the combination— knowing how rare it was—and treated the old soldier gently.

"Itisno crimeto discuss the faults of members of theroya family, sncethereisno doubt of your
loyalty. Youmay tak safely to me." Petion put his hand to one eye and when he removed it theiriswas
brown, in griking contrast to the pink abinism of the other eye. Rissby gasped.

"It isan open secret,” Petion said, "that areward of great service merits admission to theroya family.
The Empress was good enough to reward my police work with aknighthood. With it goes the honor of
royd abinism. | have had the operations to change my coloring; the manipulating techniques even
changed my genes so thetrait is hereditary in me now. | have not had the time for the eye operation— it
means months in bed—so wear these contact lensesinstead. So you seel am haf of oneworld, half of
the other. Y ou can talk to me, Commander. Y ou can tell me about Prince Mdlo."

Risshy recovered quickly, with atrained soldier'sresiliency. "I thank you for taking meinto your
confidence, Sir Petion. Y ou will understand then that | attempt no rumor or dander when | tell you that
Prince Mdlo was—unpopular here..."

"That's the strongest term you can use?'

"Perhaps—'detested’ might be a better one. It hurts meto say it, but it was the truth. My own
soldiersfelt it and only strong discipline kept them in line. The Prince laughed at the native customs, paid
no attention to the people's sengtivities, blundered in where he had no business, in generd he, you might

ay—"



"Made an assof himsdif."

"Precisdly. He wastolerated by the Andriadans because of his nobility and hisrelationships with the
roya family here. He was with them quite often. He favored King Grom's daughter, Princess Melina, and
| understand the attraction was mutua . She was so upset by his death that she was confined to her bed
for weeks. | visited her mysdlf, in the name of the Empress. Shock. Crying. Very unhappy case.”

"Then everything was peaceful insde the castle?' Petion asked.

"l would say s0. King Grom is very reserved, so thereisno way of telling hisfedings at any time. But
if hedid not encourage, he certainly did nothing to hinder the romance of the roya youths.”

"What about in the city?' Kai brokein. "Meéllo make enemiesthere? Go to gambling joints? Have
girls? Associate with toughs?'

"Never!" Risshy gasped, shocked in spite of himsdf. "The Prince may have had hisfailings, but he
was gtill nobility! Herardly ventured into the city, and certainly had no acquaintancesthere.”

"Y et he did see someonein the city,” Petion said. " Someone he knew well enough to recognize from
amoving car at night. Someone he rushed to meet, never considering it arisk. Someone who may have
killed him. I'll need more information on the Prince's activities outside of the palace. He may have been
vigting the city unknown to you. Have you any spiesor paid informers? Reliable ones| can contact?'

"Intelligence Section can give you more detailed information on that, though | don't think you will
need it. We have one operative who has been consstently reliable, the only one | might say. Hisloydty is
to money and we seethat heiswell paid. He will tell you anything you need to know. Only you must go
to him, heis never seen near the military compound.”

"The name?'

"One-finger. He has an unusud deformity of one hand. He keeps alow-classinn and drinking parlor
inthe Old Town. | will arrange for the proper clothes and someone to show you theway."

No possible disguise could have made Kai resemble anything other than what he was. He grumbled
at being left behind while Petion was dipping into the loose robes of a Turaccian trader. The Intelligence
Officer, Captain Langrup, adjusted the outfit with professona skill.

"A number of traders come through here," Langrup said, "so two more wouldn't be noticed. A lot of
them stay at One-finger's so thisisanatura cover.”

"Do you havethe cdler?' Ka asked, taking the smdl, high-frequency receiver out of his pocket.
Petion nodded and held up his hand with the ornate ring. When he pressed on the stone and twisted a
shrill squed blasted from the receiver. 1t warbled up and down when Kai changed the angle of the
directiond aerid.

"I doubt if well need to useit.” Petion said. "We're just going there for information and therés no
danger involved.”

"That'swhat you said on Cervi I11.” Kai scoffed, "and you were four monthsin the hospital
afterwards. I'll be hanging around close, ready to bust in.”

As Petion and the intelligence captain strolled through the Old Town they were barely aware of the
stocky shadow that followed them. Kai was agood policeman, and agood tail even in the twisted
labyrinth of dark passageways. Petion had lost his direction completely by the time Langrup turned into a
black entranceway. It was aside entrance to atap room. A noisy, badly lit place, filled with the stink of
the burning weed the Andriadans smoked and the sweet pungency of beer dops. Langrup ordered two
mugs of the best and Petion took careful note of the man who banged them down on the bar. Hisskin
was sallow and wrinkled; theway it hung on the thin Andriadan bones it made him look like awaking
skeleton. An accident or deformity had |eft him with only theindex finger of hisleft hand. It appeared to
be quite strong and he used it killfully.

"We have some samplesto show you,” Captain Langrup said. "Shdl we take them ingde?’

One-finger only grunted, his eyes haf-closed and flicking back and forth at both of them. "Arethe
pricesright?' he asked findly, the singlefinger scratching towards them across the bar, an anima nosing
about for money.

"Don't worry," Langrup said and pulled back the corner of his cloak so the full wallet could be seen
hanging from his belt. One-finger grunted again and turned away.



"A repulsvetype, but valuable," Langrup said. "Finish the beer then follow me." They left by themain
entrance, but ingtead of going al the way out into the street they climbed quietly up the stairsinthe
entranceway. Therewasasmall room in the back of the building and they only waited afew minutes
before the informer camein.

"Information costs money,” he said, and the finger scratched towards them again from acrossthe
table.

Langrup clinked ten of the tranducent glass coins on thetable. "Tell us about Prince Mdlo," he said.
"Did he ever come hereto the city?"

"Many times. In his car. On the way to the palace or the country . . ."

"Don't be devioud!" Langrup snapped. "We're paying for facts. Did he ever come here?. Did he go
anywhere dsein the city? Did he have any friends here hevisited ... or girls?’

One-finger laughed, a crackling unpleasant sound. "A girl! What girl could stand being near a
Sinnd-smeller! He came here once and | had to fumigate the place afterwards. He told me that my place
gtank! He came here, went some other places, he never came back. There were no friends of his here'—
his eyes half-closed again—"or enemies.”

"What's this about being a'Sinnd-smeller'?" Petion asked the Captain.

Langrup answered him, ignoring the informer's presence as though he were part of the furniture.

"It'salocd idea, I'm not sureif itistrue or just away to insult us. They say that dl offworlders smell
like Sinnd—that'saloca carnivore. Say they can't stand to be near ustoo long. One-finger over there
probably has plugsin hisnoseright now."

"Isthistrue?’ Petion asked him. One-finger didn't answer but grinned and tilted his head back
instead, while the long finger legpt up and tapped a the white base of a plug barely seen in one nostril.

"Interesting,” Petion mused.

"Damned insult,” Langrup snapped. "Y ou're going to have to tell us more than that if you want your
money.” he said to the informer. "When | investigated a year ago you had no idea of who had killed
Prince Méllo. What do you know now?Y ou've had plenty of timeto hear rumors, find out things.”

One-finger was suffering. He writhed inside his skin and swegt stood out on hisface. The questing
finger ran out towards the money on the table, then retreated.

"Y ou can get in bad trouble for withholding information,” Langrup said with angry intensity. "Arres,
jal ... eventrangportation ..." One-finger didn't even hear the threats, he was frightened enough aready.

"Try money," Petion suggested. "I'll supply whatever funds are needed.”

Langrup dowly stacked high-denomination coins on the table, and as the pile mounted One-finger
began to shiver, pulling away. But his eyes never left the money.

"Here," Langrup murmured, diding the money dowly acrossthetable, "look at this. Therés more
here than you can make in ayear of hard work. It'syours. Just tell us...."

"I don't know who did it!" One-finger shouted hoarsdly, faling forward across the coins, clutching
themwith hisarms. "I can't tdl you that. But | can tell you something ..." He gasped for breath and
squeezed thewords out. "It wasno one. . . from the city.”

"That's not enough!™ Langrup shouted, standing and shaking the man so that the tempered glass coins
sprayed down and rattled in dl directions. One-finger's face was wide-eyed with fear, but he said no
more.

"Leave him.” Petion said quietly. "Y ou're not going to get any more out of him. And he'stold uswhat
we want to know." Not satisfied, Langrup dowly let go of the man who dropped back into hischair as
limply asif the bones had been dissolved from his body. They left him there and made their way back
down the sairs.

"That'san awful lot to pay for solittle” Langrup said, not trying to disguise his dissatisfaction.

"It'senough,” Petion told him. "It isredly more than | expected to find out here. | would appreciate it
if you would go back now and tell the Commander that | would like to meet with both of you, in his
office, in aout two hourstime.”

"But | can't leave you done here," Captain Langrup said, shocked.

"I'm not one asyou see," Petion told him. He had thumbed a message on hisring as soon asthey



had |eft the building, so he expected the squat figure that sidled up to them out of the darkness. Langrup
gaveadart. "l assureyou that Kai and | will be able to take care of ourselves," Petion said.

"Can you find the square where the murder took place?’ Petion asked after the Intelligence officer
had gone.

"With my eyesshut,” Kai scored, and led theway into an dley. "What did you find out?

"A little—or alot. | don't know yet. Thewholething isstill sSmmering in my head. Thereisjust one
morething | would liketo find out before reaching any conclusions.” They entered asquare and he
looked around. "Thisisit, isn't it?"

"Crossroad of the Carved-up Corpse,” Kai agreed.

Petion looked around at the black doorways. He pointed. "There's the one we saw open earlier. |
don't liketo rely on coincidences, but they do occur. It also happensto be the one nearest the palace and
we should look therefirst. Now's your chanceto lean on it—but quietly.”

Therewasjust enough light in the square to catch the white shine of Kai's grin. Climbing slently up to
the door, he put one shoulder againgt it and his bar-like fingers clamped onto the carved stonejamb. A
single contraction of his muscles pulled hisweight forward afew centimeters. It was enough, amotion as
sudden and powerful as ahydraulic ram. Something snapped sharply and the door swung open. They
moved in quickly and closed it behind them. The building was Silent.

"We'relooking for adoor," Petion said. "It may beinthewal or it may bein thefloor. It will be
concedled. I'll work this side and you Work the other.”

Their lights threw wandering circles of radiance asthey searched. Only afew minutes passed before
Ka caled softly. "Nothing toit. A red amateur job." Hislight outlined aflag in the stone floor. The gap
between it and the other stones was narrow and deep, clear of dust.

It took even lesstimeto find out how it opened. When the stone did aside they shonetheir lightsinto
the black opening. A tunnd vanished into the darkness.

"If I wereto ask you to make a guess—where would you think that tunnel goes?"' Petion asked.

Ka bent down and squinted dong the length of the tunnd asfar ashislight could carry. "If it turnsit
could go anywhere. But if it goes on the way it Sartsit should end up bang in the center of theroya
palace.”

"That'swhat | would say myself.” Petion murmured.

"I should have madeit clear earlier,” Petion told them. "I want no notes or records kept of this
meeting or anything elseto do with thisinvestigation. The Empresswill have my report—and that will be
theonly one.”

"Sorry," Captain Langrup said, and turned the recorder off and returned it to his pocket. Commander
Rissby looked on quietly without commenting. All of their eyesfollowed Petion as he paced back and
forth the length of the room.

"Some very important facts have cometo light,” he said. "One of the most interesting was supplied
tonight by the informer. If he wasn't lying he has narrowed down our search for us. Whoever killed
Prince Melo must have been from one of four groups.” He counted them off on hisfingers. "Fird—an
Andriadan from the city or the country. Since the Prince had no contact with any of them, he certainly
wouldn't have recognized someone and stopped the car. Group two are offworlders.”

"Y ou can rule them out too," Captain Langrup said. "I worked on the origina investigation. Every
offworlder was grilled and cross-examined in detail. None of them could have possibly been thekiller."

"Then the third group isthe military here—"

"Sir" Commander Rissby gasped in ashocked voice. "Y ou can't be suggesting—"

"I'm not, Commander—s0 set your mind at ease. Y our Tacora troops might be suspected of alot of
crimes, but killing amember of the roya house istoo unthinkable. In addition, | imagine the whereabouts
of al your men were checked at the time?"

"They were—and diminated from dl sugpicion.” the Commander said, only dightly mollified.

Petion folded afourth finger into his pam. "Then logic leads usto the conclusion that the murder was
committed by amember of the find group. Someone from within the paace.” He smiled at their shocked
expressons. "Before you tell methat isan impossibility, that no one left the palace before the Prince, |



should inform you of adiscovery we made tonight.”

"A tunnel," Ka said. "Lookslikeit runsfrom the palace to the place where Mdlo got carved.”

"That could beit," Captain Langrup shouted, jumping to hisfeet with excitement. "A difference of
opinion, afight in the paace— we know that Mdllo left early—and while heisleaving the killer goes
ahead of him. Cdlsto him, entices him into the dley—and killshim!"

"A nice congruction,” Petion agreed. "But there are some obvious holesin it that | won't bother
pointing out, Captain. It might have been that way, but | do not think it was. The truth isalittle more
complex. I'll need alittle more evidence before | will be able to state exactly. Could | talk to the driver of
the car, the man who last saw the Prince dive?’

The Commander looked unhappy. "I'm afraid that will be impossible, Honorable Sir. He was rotated
sx months ago, shipped out with histroop when their term of duty was up.”

"It'snot important.” Petion waved the thought aside. "1 was expecting only negative evidence from
him anyway. Thereis one more fact missng, with that the picture will be clear. Tell me about Prince
Méello's egting habits."

Only ashocked silence followed hiswords. The two army officers gaped and Kai grinned widely. He
had little enough ideawhere the conversation was going, but was more used to Petion's turn of mind than
the others.

"Come, come—that's a plain enough question.” Petion frowned. "Simply looking at the Prince's
photo and his height-weight index will show that he was overweight. Fat, if you are not afraid of theright
word. Did this have an uncorrected glandular source—or did he overeat?'

"He overate," Captain Langrup said as camly as he could, trying not to smile. "If you want the truth
thiswas about the only thing that endeared him to the troops. Tacorans enjoy their food, and they were
awaysalittle awved at the quantity the Prince could put away."

"During meals or between meals?' Petion asked.

"Both. He didn't talk much but | rarely saw him when hisjaws weren't working. Therewasadmost a
path worn from his quarters to the back door of the cookhouse. The head chef became a close friend of
his"

"Get the chef up here, he'sthe man | want to talk to." Petion turned to the Commander. "Could you
arrange for me to be invited to the palace tomorrow?' he asked. "'l would like to go to dinner there, the
same place and the same hour asthe Prince's last med "

Commander Risshy nodded and reached for the phone. * <

"| fed likeanidiot in thisoutfit!" Ka whigpered fiercely in Petion's ear, from where he stood behind
him at thetable. Dressed in colorful servant'slivery helooked like agarishly painted tree sump.

"If it'sany relief, you look like onetoo," Petion answered imper-turbably. "Now be quiet and keep
your eyes open for trouble from any direction. As soon aswe have finished eating I'm going to stir this
crowd up and see what develops.”

The banquet board was alarge U with the royal family at the base of the U. Asguest of honor Petion
sat between King Grom and Princess Melina. The Queen had died in childbirth and the young prince was
gill achild, too young to St at the adults table. Since by Andriad custom only women of the roya family
attended state banquets, the princess was the only female present. She was an attractive enough girl and
Petion wondered idly what she had seenin that idiot Mello. Alien attraction and prestige seemed the only
answe.

Both King and Princesswere sill unknown quantities. Frozen by protocol they could only discuss
unimportant thingsin abgtract terms. If anything, King Grom seemed alittle wary and on his guard.*
Which was understandable. His last noble guest had been butchered soon after leaving this sametable.

Petion ate of the numberless different dishes and found himsdlf enjoying the food. If you didn't mind
not having meat with your meal thiswas good eating indeed. Herbs and spicesin great variety, even hot
little peppersthat had scorched his mouth. He wasn't surprised when he saw that the Princess had taken
alarge portion of the peppers and was eating them with pleasure. She aso oversdted her food. This
underlined something he had suspected when hefirst heard her nasal voice and noticed the way she
breathed through her mouth. A find bit of evidence that pulled his entire bundle of conjecture into shape.



He had no fool proof evidence yet—but the theory seemed watertight.

He knew now just how and why Prince Méello had died. After thefina course the Princess excused
hersdlf and left. Which was just aswell. What was going to happen next would not be pretty.

"Your Mgesty," Petion said, pushing his plate away from him. "I have dined with you and would like
to fed that we arefriends." The king nodded gravely. " So you will pardon meif | sound unfriendly. | do
30 because | only wish to uncover the truth. The truth that haslain concealed too long.”

He had not spoken loudly, yet suddenly the table was quiet. Conversation dead in an ingtant, as
though the talk had just been used to fill the time waiting for this moment. The dozen or more noblemen at
thetable dl had their eyesfixed intensely on thetal abino next to the King. Behind him Petion heard
Kai'sclothing rustle and knew that man and gun were ready for action.

"Y ou are talking about Prince Melo'sdeath.” the King said. Not a question, but a statement. His
Mg esty was no coward when it cameto facing things.

"Exactly," Petion said. "I don't wish to presume upon your hospitdity, but this blot upon the reations
of our peoples must be cleared up. If you will hear me out | will tell you what happened on that evening a
little over ayear ago. When | am finished we will decide what must be done." He shifted position and
took asip of theroya beer. No one e se moved and every eye was fixed unblinkingly on him. Petion felt
grateful for Ka waiting dertly behind him. He turned to the King.

"You'll pardon theindiscretion, Your Mgesty, but thereisarather persond question | would liketo
ask you. Isit true that your daughter suffers from aminor physical disability?”

"SRI"

"The question isimportant, or | wouldn't ask it. Am | correct in saying that Princess Meinahaslittle
or no sense of smell? That thisis the reason she could bear Prince Méllo's presence, even enjoy being
with him—"

"Enough!" the King interrupted. ™Y ou are insulting the memory of adead man and my daughter as
wdl!"

"Thereisno insult intended,” Petion said, letting a cold touch of stedl dip into the forma tones of his
voice. "If weare discussing insults| might mention the fact that Y our Mg esty hasfilter plugsin hisnose
to enable him to bear my presence at histable. That could be caled an insult...”

King Grom had the good grace to blush red and made no further interruptions when Petion
continued.

"There should be neither shame nor blame attached to what isasmple physical fact. All meat-eating
animas have a characteristically strong odor—particularly to non-meet eaters. To your people the men of
other planets smdll bad. That isasmple and undeniable fact. Princess Meina—lacking arefined sense of
smell—was unaware of this difference. She befriended Prince Méelo and enjoyed his presence. She even
asked him to dine here and you al put up with his presencefor her sake. Until that evening when hedid .
.. what hedid. And waskilled for the repulsiveness of hiscrime.”

Petion'sfina words hung in a shocked silence. The unsayable had been said, the unspeakable
spoken. Then achair grated back and a young noble jumped to hisfeet, white-faced. Kai appeared at
Petion's shoulder gun pointing.

"Youwill St down.” Petion said, "and you and everyone e se will be quiet until | have spoken. We
areon very ddlicate ground here and | do not wish any mistakes to be made. Y ou will hear me out.” He
gared intensdy until the man dropped back into his chair, then went on. "Prince Mdlo committed the
crime and died for it. You al witnessed it and by law are equally guilty. That iswhy | am addressing you
together like this. The Prince waskilled and you conspired to remove his body and conced your crime.”

Some of the men were not looking a him now, but staring wide-eyed into space. Reliving that night
they had tried to concedl and forget. Petion's voice flowed on as smoothly as the voice of memory.

"Y ou stopped the flow of blood, but he was dead. Y ou fought between yoursalves asto what to do,
but in the end al were convinced that dishonorable asit was, the crime must be concedled. The only
other aternative would be the end of everything as you knew it. Y ou thought your monarchy could not
survive ablow likethis. So you undressed the corpse and one of you put on the dead man's clothes. In
the darkness of the courtyard it was easy for him to get into the officid car. Without being seen clearly.



The driver said that no order was given, nor would one be necessary. There was only one place for him
to driveto. The disguised man smply sat in the car until it passed the agreed-on spot, then shouted 'Stop'
and legpt out. He ran to the square where his friends were waiting with the body, having brought it there
through the underground passage. There was more than enough time to redress the corpse before the
driver became suspicious. The deed was done. Méello had |eft the palace safely, and been killed by
person or persons unknown. A tragedy, of course, but not aworld-destroying one.”

"Itistrue" King Grom said, risng dowly to hisfeet. "The truth has been concedled ..."

"Y ou can protect me no more, Y our Maesty!" ashrill, dmost screaming, voice cried. The same
young man was on hisfeet again. "1 did it and | must pay the pendty, you have dl protected metoo long .

"KAI! STOPHIM!" Petion shouted.

With unbelievable speed the stocky body hurtled the table, crashing into the youth. But he was an
ingtant too late. The man had his hand to his mouth, svalowing something.

Hedidn't ruggle when Kai pinioned hiswrigts.

"Magesty ..." the man said and smiled. Then ashudder tore through his body, hisfigure arched back
in sudden torture. Kai released his hands and the dead man fell to the floor.

"That was unnecessary.” Petion shouted, turning on the King, hisface twisted with anger. "Horrible
wagtel"

"l didn't know," was al King Grom mumbled, sunk in hischair, older now.

"We could have arranged something. . . not thisl That'swhy I'm here.”

"l didn't know," was dl the King could say, hisface buried in his hands.

Petion dropped into his chair, suddenly exhausted. "Wl then, that'sthe way it will haveto be" he
sad. "Thisman killed Prince Mdllo, then committed suicide rather than be taken. A lifefor alife. Therest
of you will receive areprimand for concedling the fact, and there will be atwo percent risein the Empire
duties on your planet for the next ten years. Agreed?”

From the shelter of his handsthe King could only dumbly nod his head.

Commander Rissby was only confused after he read the report and the evening's affair had been
explained to him. Petion wastired to exhaustion but held his temper well.

"Thiskiller—the young man.” Rissby sad, "I don't understand. Why didn't they just turn him over to
usfor trid?'

"For the smple reason that he didn't kill the Prince.” Petion said. "The King did. He was the only
possible one. Theinsult was done to his daughter, directly in front of him. They al hate the taking of life,
and would never condder it, even in anger. But the King isakiller—aritua murderer perhaps—but the
animashekillsarejust as dead after theritud. He killswith aknife and Melo waskilled with aknife.
The King must have been wild with anger and didn't realize what he was doing until it wasal over. I'm
sure he wanted to surrender then, but they talked him out of it. It would have meant the end of the
regency and probably the roya family. For the sake of his planet—not for his own sake—he dlowed the
crimeto be concealed. When | appeared the nobles must have sensed something in the wind and
arranged for asuicide. Drawn lots or some such without the King's knowledge. A lifefor alife and the
Empire still safe. The poison isaquick-acting one they used for euthanasa.”

"ThentheKing. .. ?" Rissby asked.

"Isthe murderer. And heis undoubtedly punishing himsalf every hour of the day much more than we
could ever do. I'm tdlling you this so you won't start thinking after | have gone and figureit out for
yourself. And send in areport. The King's cul pability will not appear in my final report. If it did hewould
haveto be arrested. Asit stands now the balance is straight and everyoneis happy. At least on paper. I'll
tell the Empress the truth—off the record—just as1 am telling you. | won't need to swear her to secrecy
as| am swearing you now. Raise your hand and touch the scroll.”

"l soswear. . " Commander Rissby repested numbly, still shocked. Hefindly stirred to life and
tapped the report. "But this— the roast leg of beef Mdlo got from the kitchen—what was wrong with
thet?'

"Use your imagination, Commander,” Petion said with barely concedled disgust. "He brought this



joint of mest, till sleaming hot ininsulating foil, unwrapped it and dropped it in front of the Princess, right
there on the table. He was so stupid, he thought he was doing her afavor, letting her try some good food
for achange”

"Yes... | know what he did. But why should the King kill him for aharmlessthing like that?"

"Harmless?' Petion sat back and laughed. "These people are dtrict vegetarians with an absolute
horror of our eating habits. Just try to put yourself in the King's position. Let's say that you invited a
canniba homefor dinner—he's reformed, but till acanniba. And he has never quite understood what al
fuss was about. So he does you afavor, trying to introduce you to awhole new world of enjoyable
egting.He drops anice hot, seaming, crackling human arm on the table in front of you right in the middle
of the med! What would you do, Commander?"

After the Storm

Thetide was on the way out, leaving astrip of hard sand that felt good to jog upon. The sun, just
clear of the horizon, was dready hot on my face. Last night's sorm had findly blown itself out, dthough
thelong Atlantic rollerswere till crashing onto the beach with its memory. It was going to be hot, but the
sand was gtill cool under my baretoes as | jogged dong eadily, the last surge of the surf breaking around
my ankles. | was very much at peace with the world: thiswas agood time of day.

There was something that caught my eye ahead, dark against the white foam. Driftwood, very good,
it would make alovdy firein the winter. It was along plank with something draped over it. As| splashed
toward it | felt achill down my bare back, a sudden fear.

It was abody, aman's body.

| did not want to look too closdly at this waterlogged corpse. | hesitated and stopped, with the water
surging about my legs, unsure of what | should do. Phone the police? But if | did that it might wash out to
seaagainwhilel wasaway. | had to pull it in—but did not want to go near it. A wave surged up and
over the body and strands of seaweed tangled in the long hair. The head lifted and dropped back.

Hewasdill dive.

But cold as deeth. | felt the chill when | seized his hands and dragged him, a dead weight, through the
shalow water to the beach. Dropped him facedown, hisforearm under his mouth and nose to keegp them
out of the sand, then leaned hard on his back. And again— until he coughed and gasped, emptying his
stomach of seawater. He groaned when | rolled him onto his back and his eyelids moved and opened.
Hiseyeswere atransparent pae blue and they had trouble focusing.

"Youaredl right,” | said. "Ashore and safe.”

Hefrowned at my words, and | wondered if he could understand me. "Do you speak English?

"l do..." He coughed, then rubbed hislips. "Could you tell me the name of this place?’

"Manhasset, north shore of Long Idand.”

"One of the states of the United States, iSit?"

"Yourelrish?'

"Aye. And adevil of along way from home."

He struggled to hisfeet, swaying, and would havefdlen againif | hadn't caught him.

"Leanonme.” | said. "Thehouseisn't far. Well get some dry clothes on you, something warm to
drink."

When we reached the patio he dropped onto the bench with asigh. "I could do with that cup of tea
now," he said.

"No tea—what about coffee?’

"Good man. That'll do mefine"

"Cream and sugar?' | asked as| punched in the order on the keyboard on the wall. He nodded and
his eyebrows rose as | took the steaming cup from the dispenser. He sipped it gingerly, then drank deep.
He drained the cup before he spoke again.



"That's amiraculous yoke you have there. Could you do it again?'

| wondered just where he was from that he had never seen an ordinary dispenser before. | dropped
his cup into the recycler and passed him afull one.

"From Irdland,” he said, answering my unsgpoken question. "Five weeks out of Arklow when the
storm caught us. Had aload of cured hides for the Canadians. Gone now, with the rest of the crew, God
rest their souls. The nameis Byrne, Cormac Byrne, ar.”

"Bil Cohn-Greavy. Would you like to get out of those wet clothes?

"Finenow, Mr. Greavy, just Stting in the sun here ..."

"Cohn-Greavy. Matronym, patronym. Been the law now for what? ... at least ahundred years. |
suppose on your side of the ocean you just use your father's name?"

"We do, we do. Things change that dowly in Irdland. But you say, that it'sthe law of the land that
you must use both your mother and your father'sfamily name?

| nodded and wondered how it was that an ordinary sailor understood a bit of Latin. "The feminist
block pushed it through Congressin the 2030s when Mary Whesler became President. Look, | haveto
make aphone call. Just stay here and rest. Back in amoment.”

It'sarespongbility that cannot be avoided. If you own shore property you are sworn in asan
auxiliary Coast Guard. Anything that comes ashore has to be reported. | even had agun to warn off
anyonewho tried to land. Immigrationisvery illegd in the United States. | imagined that thisincluded
shipwrecked sailors.

"Coast Guard emergency,” | said and the screen lit up a once. The gray-haired duty chief looked up
from my ID, which would be automaticaly displayed.

"Report, Cohn-Greavy."

"I have aman here, washed ashore from awreck, sir. Foreign nationd.”

"Right. Detain him. Patrol's on the way."

It was my duty, of course. There were sound reasons for this country'simmigration policy. The glass
door opened as| approached, and | could hear afamiliar voice. | caled out.

"Isthat you, Kriket?'

"None other."

She had come dong the shore, for her legs were sandy, the seat of her bikini bottom aswell. Like
most girls she went toplessin the summer, and her breasts were astan astherest of her. Asbeautiful as
her mother. Then | noticed that Byrne was standing, facing out to sea, the back of his neck burning red. |
was puzzled for amoment— then had to smile.

"Kriket, thisis Mr. Byrnefrom Ireland.” He nodded quickly, still not facing her, and | waved her
ingde. "If you have amoment there is something | want to show you."

Shelooked at me, puzzled, as| waited until the door had closed before | spoke again. 'l havea
feding that our guest is not used to naked girls."

"Dads, what on earth do you mean? I'm dressed . . ."

"Not on top. Be ajagster and pull on one of my shirts. I'll bet you billionsto bytesthat girls don't
flaunt their bare topsi des where he comes from."

"How revoltingly ancient.” But she was going toward the bedroom when she said it. As| went back
to the patio abig white copter was just setting down on the shore. The Irishman was gaping &t it as
though he had never seen one before. Perhaps he hadn't. Thiswas indeed his day for surprises. A Coast
Guard captain and two Shore Patrolmen dropped down and walked briskly to the house. The captain
stopped in front of Byrne while the others stood ready, hands resting on their revolvers. He frowned up
a the Irishman—who was a head taller—and spoke brusquely.

"I want your name, place of birth, age, name of your vessd, last port of call, port of registry, the
reason you haveillegdly entered our country ..."

" Shipwrecked, Y our Honor, shipwrecked," he said in agentle voice. With an edgeto it that might
have been laughter. Not really enough for insult, though the captain's scowl deepened as he punched the
answersinto hishand termind.

"Remain here," he said when dl of the questions had been answered, then turned to me. "1 would like



to use your phone. Would you show mewhereit is?'

Everything he had entered into his cdlular termind was aready in the base computer, so therewasno
need for my phone. Hewas sillent until wewereinsde.

"We have reason to suspect that thisis more than asimple case of shipwreck. It hastherefore been
decided that instead of taking the suspect into custody he will remain here with you where he can be
observed ..."

"I'm sorry, that isjust not possible. | have my work."

Even as| spoke hewas stabbing at his hand termina. Behind me my printer pinged and a sheet
dropped into the hopper.

"Y eoman Cohn-Greavy, you have just been recalled to active statusin the Coast Guard. Y ou will
follow your orders, you will not ask questions, you are now subject to the Official Secrets Act of 2085
and will be court-martialed if you speak of this matter to anyone." He took up the sheet of paper and
handed it to me. "Hereisacopy of your orders. The suspect will remain here. All of the pickupsin this
house have been activated and al conversations are to be recorded. Y ou will have no conversations
away from the house. If the suspect leaves the vicinity of this house you will ingtantly inform us. Do you
understand these orders?"

"Aye, aye, gr."

Heignored the sarcasm in my tone, turned and stamped out, waving me after him. | kept my anger
down—I had no other choice—and followed meekly after. He ordered the SPsinto the copter, then
faced the Irishman.

"Although immigration isrestricted, there are regul ations concerning shipwreck. Until adecision has
been reached in your case, you will remain herewith Mr. Cohn-Greavy. Since public funds are not
available for your welfare, he has volunteered to look after you for thetimebeing. That isdl.”

Byrne watched the copter leave before he turned to me. "Y ou are akind man, Mr. Cohn-Greavy ..."

"The nameisBil." | wanted no thanks for hospitality | had been ordered to extend.

"Y ou have my thanks, Bil. And Cormac ismy Chrigtian name."

The door did open and Kriket emerged, wearing one of my shirtswith the tails knotted at her waist.
"I heard the copter. What's happening?*

"Coast Guard patrol. They must have seen me dragging Cormeac ashore.” Thefirst of many lies- |
did not likeit. "Hell be staying with me.”

"Wonderful. A new beast will liven up the neighborhood.”

Cormac flushed at her words and pushed at his sodden clothing. "'l beg your pardon. I'm sure | ook
the beest..."

He blushed harder when she laughed. "Silly man. It'sjust an expresson. A beast isaman, any man. |
could call Dads a beast and he wouldn't mind. Are you married, Cormac?”’

"l am.”

"Good. | like married men. Makes the chase more exciting and sexy. I'm divorced. Twice."

"You'll excuse us, Kriket," | brokein. "I'm going to show Cormac the shower and get him some dry
clothes. Then well have breakfast out here before it getstoo hot."

"Fair-diddly.” she agreed. "I'll read the paper—and don't be too long or I'll suspect buggery.”

Cormac's skin was now as red as atomato. | had the fegling that the social customs he was used to
did not include the casuaness of my daughter's speech. Y oung people today said things that would have
been shocking to my generation. | led the way to the bath, then went to get him some clothes.

"Bil," he cdled after me. "Could | ask afavor? This shower-bath here—it doesn't have any knobs.”

| tried not to smile even though | wasn't sure what knobs on a shower were.

"Toturnitonjusttdl itto ... Wait, I'll doit." | poked my head into the shower enclosure. "Thirty-five
degrees, sogp, on." It burst into seaming life. "After you've lathered just say 'Rinse, then say 'Off when
you are through. I'll put some clothes on the bed.”

| was on my second cup of coffee when he reappeared. | had laid out a selection and he had,
predictably perhaps, chosen dark trousers and along-deeved dark shirt.

"What'sto feet?' Kriket asked, her fingers poised over the keyboard.



"Trandation: 'What would you liketo eat? " | said.

"Whatever's on the fire, thank you, I'm that famished.”

"I'll take care of it," Kriket said, touching the keys. | wasintrigued and wanted to hear more of this
place named Ireland. A firein the kitchen! | had avision of it crackling away in the middle of the floor,
smoke curling dl dong the calling.

His plate appeared heaped with scrambled eggs, pork chops, fried potatoes, rice, and noodles.
Kriket'sideaof ajoke. But it backfired for he tucked in and looked able to demolish thelot.

"Tell meabout Irdand,” Kriket said. He smiled and washed down a heroic mouthful with coffee
before he spoke.

"What'sto say, miss? It's the same place it has dways been.”

"That'swhat | mean. All thisis strange to you. | saw you bugging your eyes at the copter. Never seen
one before?!

"In God'struth, no, though certainly I've read about the creatures and seen their likenessin the
books. Nor have | ever seen afine med like this appear seaming from aholeinthewall, or ever talked
before to ashower. You livein aland of miracles, you do."

"And yoursdf?'

Helad hisfork down and dowly sipped his coffee before he answered.

"I suppose you would think our life primitive, compared to yours, that is. But were comfortable, well
fed, and as happy as anyoneis happy in thismortal sphere. The Emerad Ide has dways been an
underpopulated and agricultura place. When the oil ran out we never had the trouble old England had.
None of the riots and shootings. We had it abit hard at first, of course. People leaving the cities, back to
the country when the eectricity was turned off and the motorcars stopped running. But peat makesa
good fire, and cutting it kegps you warm. A donkey cart will take you most places you want to go, there
aretrainstwice aweek now to Dublin and Cork. Fish in the ocean, cattle and sheep in the meadow, it's
not abad life, you know."

"Soundslovely and primitive, like being back in the Stone Agelivinginacaveand dl that.”

"Dont beinsulting, Kriket."

"Dads, I'm not! Did | insult you, Cormac?'

"No insult given, none taken.”

"See, Dads? Now what was that you said about England? Isn't that part of Ireland?" She was never
very strong on geography.

"Not exactly—though the English have thought so from time to time. It's another idand, just next to
ours. Very indudtridized they used to be, right up to the end of the twentieth century. That ended when
the ail ran out and the economy collapsed completely. Been well onitsway for years, right up to the
Second Civil War. North against the south they say, really the rich against the poor. The UNO refused
to intervene the way they did in North Irdland, sending in the Swedish troops when the Brits pulled out
early onerainy morning. Now Britain is pretty much like Irdland, except for the ruins of the cities of
course. Mostly agriculturd, though manufacturing till goes on in the Midlands. After al, they did winthe
war. Y ou're the lucky ones here. The Quick Wars never crossed the Atlantic. Though you did have your
troubles. At least that's what the history books say."

"Communist propaganda,” Kriket said in firm tones, the way one correctsachild. "We know all
about that. Jeelousy on their part with the world faling apart and Americastaying strong and secure.”

"I'm sorry. But | am of the opinion that your books haveit wrong,” he said, al too blandly. "We were
aways taught that the States sedled their borderstight. An armed wall..."

"We had no choice. It wasthe only thing possible to protect us againgt the starving Third Worlders."

"Didn't you add dightly to those Third Worlders?'

This was treacherous ground—and every word of it being recorded.

Therewas nothing | could say, but | hoped he would show more discretion.

"That's nonsense, crimina nonsense. | mgjored in history and | know. Of course there were some
illegd immigrants and they had to be gected.”

"What about the inner-city deportations? The Detroit and Harlem transshipments 7"



Kriket was angry now, her words sharp. "'l don't know what kind of Communist propagandathey
feed you on your little cow-shit-covered idand but—"

"Kriket, Cormac isour guest. And the events he mentioned did happen.” | had to watch my words
now or | would bein trouble mysdlf. "Well before you were born | taught history at Harvard. Of course,
that was before it was computerized and closed. Youll find dl of the Congressiond investigations on the
record. Those were hard times, hungry times, and there were excesses. Genera Schultz, you will
remember, diedin jail for hispart in the Harlem shipments. There were excesses and they were punished.
Justice was not only done but seen to be done." That for the record and now to get back on safer
ground. "Ireland has one of the oldest and best-known universitiesin the world, Trinity College. Isit il
open?'

"TCD?Who would dare closeit? | went to Bllfield mysdlf, one year studying law. Then the brother
went down with the Flying Cloud and the money ran out and | went back to the shipyard then to sealike
the others. But you said 'closed/ Harvard closed? | can't believe it—in Ireland we've heard of Harvard.
Weasit afireor like disaster?”

| smiled at that and shook my head. "Not really closed, Cormac, | said, ‘computerized/ Here, Il
show you." | went into the house and accessed my files, took the black disc from the hopper, and
returned. Handed it to Cormac.

"Youvegot it there" | said.

Heturned it over and over in his hands, rubbed the gold terminalswith hisfingers, then looked up.
"Sureand I'm afraid | don't understand.”

"Mass storage. When computer memories went to amolecular leve it wasn't long before they could
doreten to the Sixteenth bytes on awafer that size. A sgnificant figure.”

He shook his head, puzzled.

"The memory capacity of the human brain,” Kriket said smugly. "That wafer holdsinfinitely more than
that.”

"It contains Harvard Universty,” | said. "All thelibraries, the professors, lecturers, lectures, and
|aboratories. Everyone goesto university now—everyone who can afford the twenty-five dollars that a
university cogts. I'min there, I'm proud to say. All of my best lectures and tutorids. I'm even therein an
RS on the early-nineteenth-century davetrade. That'swhat | did my doctorate on.”

"AnRS?'

"Response Simulation. All the responses are cross-indexed by key words and relationships, and the
answers are spesker-smulated. Put smply, it meansyou sit and talk with me on the screen, and | answer
al your quedtions. In greet detail.”

"Holy Mother ..." he said, staring wide-eyed at Harvard University. Then passed it back quickly as
though it were burning hisfingers.

"What wasit you said about boat building?' Kriket asked, politics thankfully forgotten for the
moment.

"l worked &t it, therein the yard in Arklow. Prime oak forest all around the Wicklow hills. Build fine
boats, they do."

"Do you mean wooden ships?' she asked, laughing. Cormac was a hard man to anger; he nodded
and smiled in return. "Redly? It's like something out of prehistory. Dads, can | use your termind for a
moment?'

"Help yoursdlf. Do you remember the access code?”

"Have you forgotten? | stole it when | wasfifteen and ran up al those frightening bills. Be right back."

"Excuse mefor asking," Cormac said, his eyes never moving as she waked by in front of him, l
brown flesh and female. A strange reaction, any American male would have watched her, avisud
compliment. "With the university closed, where do you teach now?"

"| don't. Retraining for new skillsis arequirement these days. Y ou do it two, threetimesin alifetime
asjobs are diminated and new onestake their place. Right now I'm ametal dedler.”

| caught him looking about and he stopped, embarrassed. " A good business. Y ou keep it behind the
house?'



He was even more embarrassed when | laughed: | couldn't help mysdlf. | had avision of mysdlf
cruising the roads in abroken-down truck heaped high with junk.

"l do dl my work at the termina. Wrote my own programs. | keep track of every importer, smelter,
and breaker in the country. My computer accessestheirsat local closing time every day and copiestheir
inventory. | know to the gram where every rare metd is at any time. Manufacturers phone in requests,
and | arrange for shipments, bill them, and pass on payment minus my commission. | have everything so
automated it could amost run itself. Most businesses work that way. It makeslife easier.”

"Y ou couldn't do that in Ireland. We have only two phonesin Arklow and oneisat the Gardai
barracks. But still—you can't build ships or farm by phone.”

"Yesyou can. Our fams are fully automated so that |ess than two percent of the population are
farmers. Asto ships—here, I'll show you."

| turned on the daylight screen, punched the library menu, then found a shipbuilding film. Cormac
gaped at the automated assembly—not a man in sght—as the great plates were moved into place and
welded together.

"Not quite the way we build them," hefinally said. Kriket came out of the house at this moment and
heard him.

"How well do you know your boat business?' she asked.

"Wl enough. Built enough of them.”

"l hope so, because | just got you a contract. | work on programming for the network. | checked the
archives and we have nothing on hand-building awooden craft. Well supply tools and wood, pay an
advance and commission againgt pointson resduds..."

"Kriket—I haven't the dightest ideawhat you are talking about.”

| interrupted before she could speak again.

"Y ou're being offered ajob, Cormac. If you build asmall boat from scratch, they'll make afilm of it
and pay you alot of money. What do you think?"

"I think that it ismadness—and I'll doit! Then | can pay you back, Bil, for your hospitdity, whichis
greater than that of your government. Do they redlly not have funds to feed a shipwrecked mariner?’

"Thisisacash-and-carry economy. Y ou pay for what you get. And now you can pay, so thereisno
problem.”

Not for him, but for me and those listening ears. There was enough about economics on the tapes for
one day.

Kriket's network did not waste time. Next day a skyhook dropped a prefab studio behind the house,
fully equipped to Cormac's specifications. The automated cameras, controlled from the studio, tracked
him as he tightened the first piece of wood into the vise.

"She's going to be klinker-built, mast forward, aten-footer,” Cormac explained into the mike that
hovered above his head.

"What isafooter?"' the director asked, his voice coming over the speaker in the ceiling.

"Not footer, feet. Ten feet in length shell be”

"How many fet inameter?’

The pager in my watch buzzed and | went to the nearest phone. The screen was dark, which meant
something very officia, snce only the government can legdly blank a screen.

"This phoneis not secure. Go to oneinsgde the house,” the voice ordered. | went to my study, closed
the door, and activated the phone there. The speaker was heavyset and grim, as officia ashisvoice.

"I am Gregory, your case officer. | have been through yesterday's tapes, and the suspect is very
ubversve™

"Redly?| thought everything he said was ametter of public record.”

"It isnot. Subversive statements were made about England. This evening you will lead the
conversation to other European states. In particular Bohemia, Napoli, and Georgia. Do you understand?!

"Do | understand that | am now an unpaid police informer?”

Helooked at mein cold silence, and | had the fedling that | had gonetoo far.

"No," hefinaly said. "Y ou are not unpaid. Y ou are on active duty with the Coast Guard and will



receive your salary in addition to your normal income. Will you do this—or will | make a permanent
record of your remark about a policeinformer?”

| knew | was getting a second chance. The permanent record was aready made, but attention would
not be drawntoit if | cooperated.

"Y ou will haveto excuse me. | spoke hastily, without thinking. | will, of course, cooperate with the
authorities”

The screen went dark. | saw that there were four orders waiting for me; | punched them up, happy to
work and take my mind off the affair at hand.

Kriket became amore frequent visitor in the next weeks, until she was there for dinner nearly every
night. Not from any newfound filia responghility, | was sure. She could never resst aman who offered a
red challenge, and Cormac was chalenge enough for anyone. The summer was turning into along, hot
one, and they swam every afternoon now, when he had finished work. | watched this, had acall from
Gregory every day, brought up topics at the dinner table that | had no interest in—and generdly beganto
get very irritated at mysdlf. | put off the moment aslong as| could, until | noticed that Kriket was again
swimming topless. It wastimeto act. | changed into swimming trunks aswell.

"Hello you two," | said, striding through the bubbling surf towardsthem. " A scorcher. Mindif | join
you for aswim?"

Cormac stepped away from her abit when | appeared.

"Y ou hate svimming, Dads," she said, looking puzzled.

"Not on aday likethis. And | bet | can still outswim you. Out to the buoy and back, what do you
NG

| touched my fingersto my lipsas| took the pager bracelet off my wrist. Then reached out and
unclasped Kriket's necklace with the pendant dolphin that disguised her pager. | held them below the
surface of the water and swished them around before | spoke.

"Most people don't redize that these things are two-way. | want this conversation to be private.”

"Dads, you're being paranoid ..."

"Quite the contrary. Everything said in the house is being recorded by security. They think that
Cormac issomekind of spy. | might have kept my silence except for the fact that | don't want you hurt.”

| didn't think that he could do it, but Cormac managed to blush under his new tan. Kriket laughed.

"How sweet and medieva, Dads. But | can take care of mysdif.”

"I hope so—athough two divorcesin three yearsis not much of atrack record. Normaly | would
say itisyour lifeand leave you toit. But Cormacisaforeign nationd, illegdly in this country, suspected
of amgor crime.”

"I don't believe aword of it! Cormac, sweet beast, tell Dadsthat he's brain-drained, that you're no
"Y our father isright, Kriket. According to your laws I'm hereillegdly, and they'll put me away as
soon asit suitsther fancy. I'm for aswim.”

Hedived in and splashed away. | noticed that he hadn't denied the spy charges. "Think about it," |
said, then handed her back her necklace and plunged in aswell.

Thefirgt of the autumn storms blew the heat away in September. We were watching them film the last
of the serieswith alive interviewer. Thunder was rumbling outside but thefilter circuitswould grab the
sound and nullify it.

"An ancient craft, nay verily, ‘tisan art that is il practiced by aboriginds at the far ends of the
world," theinterviewer said. "But you have seen the incredibly ancient done right before your eyes, and |
know that you, like me, havethrilled to see these lost skills exhumed from the darkness of history at last
and displayed for dl to see. That'sit, cut and end.”

"Y ou'refinished, then?" Cormac asked.

"In the can and we pull the set tomorrow."

"Y ou do know that you were talking diabolica rubbish?”

"Of course. And you're being paid for it, Charley, don't forget that. With the average menta age of
TV viewers hovering around twelve and ahalf, no oneis going to lose money playing to that audience.”



"And the boat?'

"Property of the network, Charley, read your contract. It goes with the rest tomorrow."

Cormeac rested his hand on the smooth wood, rubbing it lightly. "Treat her well. Y oull enjoy sailing in
her."

"Going to sal her for money, Charley. Flenty of offers.”

"WEell, then." Cormac turned his back on the boat, aready forgetting her. "It it suits your pleasure, Bil,
| would greatly enjoy some of your bourbon, which, while not Irish whiskey, will do until the next bottle
of Jamie comesaong.”

Therain was till lashing down and we ran the few metersto the house.

Kriket went off to dry her hair, and | poured two large drinks.

"Heresto you," hesaid, raising his. "May the road rise up before you and may you bein heaven a
year before the devil knows you're gone.”

"Areyou saying goodbye?'

"I am. A wee man with bandy legs and avile disposition, name of Gregory, talked to metoday.
Asked alot of palitica questions—even more than you have. He's coming for mein afew minutes, but |
wanted to say goodbyefirst."

"So quickly? And about those questions, I'm sorry. | Smply did as| was asked.”

"A man can do no more. | appreciate your hospitality—and would have done the same mysdlf. |
have had the money | earned transferred to your account. | can't useit where I'm going.”

"That'snot far—"

"Itis, and I'll haveit no other way."

Heraised hishead and | heard it too, the sound of a copter amost drowned out by therain. He
stood.

"I would like to go now, before your daughter returns. Say goodbye for me. She'safinegirl. I'll just
get my raincoat. I'm not to take anything el se.”

Then hewas gone, and | felt there were things | should have said that would now remain unsaid. The
patio door opened and Gregory came in, dripping onto the carpet. Hislegs were too short for his body,
bowed aswell. He was far more impressive on the phone.

"I've comefor Byrne."

"Hetold me. HE's getting his coat. Isn't thisall rather sudden?”

"No. Jugt intime. Wefindly pressured the English police. Sent them Byrne's prints from one of your
glasses. He's not what he seems.™

"He seemsto be a sailor, afisherman, and a boatwright, or whatever they are caled.”

"Perhgps." His smilewas humorless. "Heisdso acolond inthelrish Army."

"So I'm ayeoman in the Coast Guard. Iseither acrime?

"l am not hereto talk to you. Get him."

"| didike being ordered about in my own home.”

| weakened my protest by doing as he bid. The door to the bath was open, and Kriket was ill
drying her hair. "Be with you in amoment,” she called out over the hum of the machine. | went to
Cormac's room and looked in. Closed the door and returned to the living room. Sat and sipped some of
my drink before | spoke.

"He's not there.”

"Whereishe?'

"How should | know?'

His chair went over as he rushed from the room. "In quite ahurry, isn't he?' Kriket said as she came
in."Can | haveadrink?'

"Bourbon on the rocks, of course.”

| reached out and touched her hair,- it was still damp.

"Cormacisgone.” | said as| poured the drink.

"So | heard. But he can't get far."

She smiled as she said this and made a very rude signal in the direction of the door. Then sipped



demurely as Gregory came back in, streaming water and bursting with anger.

"He's gone—and his goddamn ship is gone too. Y ou knew about this."

"Everything said hereis being recorded, Gregory,” | said, cold anger in my voice. "' So watch your
accusations, or I'll have you in court. | have cooperated with you every millimeter of theway. My
daughter and | were right here when Cormac left. If thereisany blame—why, you will just haveto blame
yoursdlf."

“I'll get him!*"

"I doubt it. The sea brought him—and now it will take him away. To report dl the government
secretsthat helearned here.” | could not help smiling.

"Areyou laughing & me?'

"Yes. Youand your kind. Thisisafree country, and | would liketo seeit freer. We survived the
crises of the twentieth century that wreaked destruction on the rest of the world. But we paid—are il
paying—avery high pricefor this. It istime now that we opened our borders again and rgjoined the rest
of mankind."

"I know what Cormac was doing here," Kriket said suddenly, and we both turned to look at her. "He
wasaspy dl right. A spy from Europe cometo look usover. And | know his reasons, too. He wants to
seeif we are acceptable to the rest of the human race.”

Gregory snorted in disgust and stamped 