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THE whol e thing never happened and | can prove it—aow. But Ira De Kalb made nme wait a billion
years to wite the story.

So we start with a paradox. But the strangest thing of all is that there are no real paradoxes
i nvol ved, not one. This is a record of logic. Not human |l ogic, of course, not the logic of this
time or this space.

I don't knowif nmen will ever journey again, as we journeyed, to that intersection of latitude and
| ongi tude where a shell hangs forever—forever and yet not forever, in space and out of space—en
the axis stretching through time from beginning to end.

From the dawn of the nebulae to the twilight of absolute entropy, when the framework of the cosnos
has broken

down into chaos, still that axis will stretch fromdawn to dusk, from beginning to end. For as
this world spins on an axis through space, so the sphere of time spins on its own axis.

I never understood the ultimte answer. That was beyond ne. It took the conbined skills of three
great civilizations far apart in time to frane that godli ke concept in which the tangible universe
itself was only a single factor.

And even then it was not enough. It took the Face of Ea —which | shall never be able to describe
fully.

| saw it, though. | sawit, lum nous in the reddish dusk, speaking to nme silently above the w nds
that scour perpetually across the dead, enpty lands of a day yet to cone. | think it will stand
there forever in an enpty |and on a dead pl anet, watching the endl ess night draw slowy on through
days as long as years. The stars will stand and the Earth-nekropoh's will stand and the Face wil|
stand there forever. | was there. | sawit.

Was there? WIIl be? Maybe? | can't tell now But of all stories in the world, this nore than any
needs a pattern

Since the beginning is in the past, before nen as such existed at all, the only starting place
know i s a tenporal and personal one, when | was drawn into the experinent. Now that | know a
little nore about the nature of tinme it seens clearer to ne that past, present and future were al
steppi ng stones, arranged out of sequence. The first step took place two nonths ago.

That was here in this tine and space. O in the tine and space that existed two nonths ago.
There's been a change

Now this is the way it used to be.

For ne, the Big Ride. You start when you're born. You clinb on the toboggan and then you're off.
But you can only have the one ride. No use telling the ticket-taker you want to go again. They
shovel you under at the end of the slope and there's a new | ot of passengers waiting. You' ve had
your three-score and ten. And it's over
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I'd ridden the toboggan for thirty-five years. Jereny Cort-land, Jerry Cortland of the Denver
Post, the Frisco Call -

Bulletin, PM AP, Time, CoHzers-sonmetines staff, sonetines roving assignnents. | |eaned out of the
t oboggan and plucked fruit fromthe orchards as | sped by. Strange fruit, sonmetines. CGeneric term
is News. And that covers a lot of territory.

There was a splinter in the toboggan's seat. | had on red flannel underwear. | had a nervous tic
| couldn't sit still. | kept reaching out, grabbing. Years of it, of by-lines that said "cabl ed by
Jeremy Cortland."

Russi a, China, war coverage, Piccard's bathyscaphe, the supersonic and altostratosphere pl anes,
the Russian earth-borer gadget, the Big Eye at Pal omar—the coal strikes and the cracker |ynchings
and that dirt farmer in North Dakota who suddenly began to work miracles. (H s patients didn't
stay cured, you renenber, and he di sappeared.)

The Big Ride. In between | grabbed at other things. One marriage, one divorce, and nore and nore
bul ges. Long bouts, between assignnents. | didn't give a—well, you can't use that word in some
papers. But it was all right. Wat did | expect, heaven?

The eyes aren't quite as clear as they used to be. The skin under themis a little puffy. One chin
begins to be not quite enough. But it's still the Big Ride. Wth a splinter in the seat.

Dodgi ng al i nony paynents, | skipped to Brazil, got in on a subnarine exploration of the Amazon,
wote it up, sold it to AP as a feature. The first installnment appeared on the sane day as anot her
little itemburied in the back—+that said 85 and 87 had been nade artificially.

Astatine and franciumthe nmissing link in the periodic table—two billion years ago you coul d have
pi cked up all the astatine and franci umyou wanted, just by reaching down and grabbing. If you'd

been around at the tine. Since then 85 and 87 have decayed into other elenents. But Sea-borg and

Ghiorso at UC made them synthetically, with the big cyclotron and atomi c oven transnutation, and

the colum on one side of that trivial item said SECOND BURN- DEATH VI CTI M FOUND, and on the other
there was a crossword puzzle.

| didn't care, either

Those deat hs, by an indefinable sort of burning, were just starting to confound the United States
authorities at the tine. They hadn't yet spread to South Anerica.

There was another itemin that same ParAr that concerned me though | didn't know it at the tine
seened that Ira De Kalb was working with Mlitary Intelligence on sone sort of highly secret
proj ect—so secret you could read all about it as far south as Rio if you had the price of the
paper .

I had ny own current problem And it was a very odd one.

The thing started six weeks before it began. You'll have to get used to paradox—which isn't
paradox once you grasp the idea.

It started in an alley in Rio, alittle cobbled tunnel opening off the Rua d' Quvidor, and what |
was doing there at three o' clock of a sumrer norning in January I'll never be able to tell you.
I'"d been drinking. Also |I'd been playing chenin de fer and there was a thick pad of banknotes in
the inside pocket of my white jacket, another stuffed into the dark w ne-col ored cumrerbund | was
weari ng.

Looki ng down, | could see the toes of ny shoes twinkling in the moonlight as |I wal ked. The sky
twinkled too, and the lights up in the hills and out on the bay. The world was a shiny place,
revol ving gently around ne.

I was rich. But this time it was going to last. This tine |I'd cut out the binges and take a little
house up in Petropolis, where it's cool, and I'd really get down to work on the anal ysis of news-
coverage |'d been planning for so long. 1'd made up ny mnd. | was drunk but |I'd be sober again
and the resol ution would stay behind when the |iquor died.
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I don't often get these fits of decision but when they conme they're valid enough and | knew this
one was serious. That was a turning point in the career of Jerry Cortland, there in the noonlight
on the checkered pavemnent.

VWhat happened at the mouth of that alley I'Il never really know Fortunately for me | couldn't see
or realize it clearly, being drunk

It sprang fromthe deep shadow and put out two arms at ne. That nuch |I'msure of. Two arns that
never touched ne. They never neant to. They shot past my ears, and | heard a thin hissing noise

and sonething seemed to turn over in ny mnd, leisurely, |ike a deep-buried thought stirring to
life. | could all but feel it nove.
| touched it.

I wish | hadn't. But | was thinking of ny noney. My hand cl osed on the thing—en a part of it—no

one will ever know on just what. | Van only tell you it was smooth with a snoothness that burned
my hand. Friction burned it, | think now The sheer velocity of the thing, though it was not then
nmovi ng perceptibly, took a neat thin layer of cuticle off nmy pal mwherever it touched. | think it

slid out of ny grip on a thin lubrication of ny own skin.

You know how it is when you touch sonething white-hot? For an instant it nmay feel cold. | didn't
know I was burned. | closed nmy hand hard on the—en whatever it was | had hold of. And the very
pressure of the grip seened to push it away, out of ny hand, very snooth and fast. Al | knhowis

that a nmonent later | stood there, shaking nmy band because it stung and watchi ng sonething dark in
t he nmoonlight vanish down the street with a notion that frightened ne.

I was too dazed to shout. By the tine ny wits cane back it had di sappeared and the feeling of
unreality it left behind made ne doubt whether | had ever seen or felt it at all.

About ten mnutes later | found ny noney was gone. So it wasn't a turning point in my life, after
all. If things had worked out any differently |I never would have net Ira De Kalb. | never would
have got nyself nixed up in that series of deaths which so far as | was concerned were only
signposts pointing the way to De Kalb. Maybe it was a turning point, at that.

The mnd as well as the senses can be awfully sl ow sonetinmes. The hand doesn't know it has been
burned, the mind can't recogni ze the inpossible when it confronts it. There are many little
refuges for a mind that must not adnit to itself the inpossible has happened.

I went back to ny hotel that night and got into bed. | had nmet a thief, | told nyself drowsily, as
I'd deserved-wal king a city street that late at night, |oaded dowmn with cash. | had it comni ng

He'd got my noney and that was that. (He—+t—hadn't touched the noney, or ne, except in that one
brief unbal anced instant. The thing was inpossible.

But since it had happened, then it was possible and the mind could dismss it.) I went to sleep

And woke at dawn to the nost extraordinary experience I'd ever had in ny life, up to then. Even
that encounter on the Rua d' Quvidor hadn't been like this.

The experience was pure sensation. And the sensation was somewhere inside ne, vaguely in the solar
pl exus regi on—a soundl ess expl osion of pure energy like a dazzling sun coming into sudden, radiant
bei ng. There aren't any accurate words to tell about it.

But | was aware of ring after ring of glowing vitality bursting outward fromthat nova in the
deepest nerve-center of my body. For a tinmeless instant | lay there, bathed in it, feeling it pour
Iike a new kind of blood through nmy veins. In that instant | knew what it was.

Then somebody turned off the power at its source.

| sat up abruptly, enmpty of the radiance, enpty as if it had never happened, but filled terribly
with the know edge of what had caused it.

My head ached fromthe sudden notion. Dawn made the sky light outside and brimed the roomwith a
clear gray lum nous pallor. | sat there holding ny head in both hands and know ng—know ng—t hat
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somewhere in the city an instant ago a man had been kil l ed.

There was no shadow of doubt in ny mind. | was as sure as if | had had that strange sensation a
hundred tinmes before and each tine seen a nman die as it burst into a nova-glow inside ne.

| wanted to go back to sleep and pretend it had been a dream But | knew | couldn't. | dragged
mysel f out of bed and into ny clothes. | took ny aching head and jangl ed nerves down into the
street and found a yawni ng taxi-driver

You see, | even knew where the dead man woul d be found. It was unthinkable that I should go there
| ooking for himbut | went. And I found him He was |ying huddl ed against the rimof a fountain in
alittle square not far fromthe place where |1'd | ast seen nmy—y thief—ef the night before

vani shing with that disquieting, snpboth swiftness in the noonlight.

The dead nan was an |Indian, probably a beggar. | stood

there in the deserted square, |ooking down at him hearing the early norning traffic noving

noi sily past, know ng soneone would find us here together at any monment. | had never seen a victim
of the* burn-death before but | knew | |ooked at one now. It wasn't a real burn, properly
speaki ng. Friction, | though, had done it. The eroded skin nade“ne think of sonething, and

| ooked at my own pal m

I was standing there, staring fromny burned hand to the dead man and then back again, when—t
happened agai n.

The bursting nova of pure radiance flared into, violence somewhere near the pit of nmy stonach
Vitality poured through ny veins.

| sold the series to AP as usual. There had been five of the nurders in Rio before | got ny idea
about putting an end to them and by then the stories had begun to hit the States papers, sone of

them running ny picture along with the sensational stuff about the deaths, and my uncanny ability
at locating the bodies.

Looki ng back now, | suppose the only reason they didn't arrest me for nurder was that they
couldn't figure out how Fd done it. Lucidly ny hand had heal ed before the police and the papers
began to connect nme so tightly with the deaths.

After the fifth murder | got a reservation for NQ@V Jfttrk. | had conme to the conclusion that if |
left Rio the nurders would stop—+n Rio. | thought they mght begin again ifli New York. | had to
find out, you see. By then | was in pretty bad shape, for the best of reasons—er the worst.

Any. hdw, | went back

Il
THE STAIN AND THE STONE

THERE was a. nessage waiting for me at the airport. Robert J. Allister wanted to see ne. | felt
i npressed. Allister runs a chain of news and picture nagazi nes second only to Life and Tine.

| phoned for an appointnment, and they told me to conme right up. | wal ked through a waiting-room
full of people with prior appointments and they passed me right into the sanctum wth no
prelimnaries. | began to wonder if |'d been underestimating my own i nmportance all these years.

Al lister hinmself rose behind his desk and offered ne his hand. | waded forward, ankle-deep through

Persian carpets, and took it. He told ne to sit down. His voice was tired and he | ooked thi nner
and nore haggard than his pictures.

"So you're Jerry Cortland,” he said. "Been following your Rio stuff. Nice work. Care to drop it
for awhile?" | gaped. He gave nme a tired grin

"I"'d like you to work for ne on contract," he said. "Let ne explain. You know Ira De Kal b?" "The

poor nman's Einstein?"

"In a way, maybe. He's a dilettante. He's a genius, really, | suppose. A nmnd |like a grasshopper.
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He'Il work out a whole new concept of mathematics and never bother to apply it. He—well, you'l
understand better after you've met him He's onto sonething very new, just now Sonething very
inportant. | want some pieces witten on it and De Kalb made a point of asking for you." "But
why ?"

"He has his reasons. He'll explain to you—aybe. | can't." He pushed the contract toward me. "How
about it?" "Well—= | hesitated. My ex-wife had just slapped another summns on ne, alinony again
and | could certainly use some nmoney. "I'Il try it," | said. "But I'mirresponsible. Maybe | won't
stick toit."

"You'll stick," Allister said grimy, "once you ve talked to De Kalb. That | can guarantee. Sign
here. "

De Kal b's house blended into the hillside as if Frank Lloyd Wight had built it with his own
hands. | was out of breath by the time | got to the top of the gray stone terraces |inked together
by gray stone steps. A nmaid let me in and showed ne to a roomwhere | could wait.

"M. De Kalb is expecting you," she said. "Hell be back in about ten mnutes."

Hal f the room was gl ass, |ooking out upon nmiles and niles of Appal achians, tunbled brown and
green, with a

dazzling sky above. There was sonebody already there, apparently waiting too. | saw the outlines
of a wonan's spare, straight figure rising al nost apologetically froma desk as | entered. | knew
her by that air of faint apology no | ess than by her outline against the |ight.

"Dr. Essenl™ | said. And | was aware then of ny first feeling of respect for this job, whatever it
was. You don't get two people like Letta Essen and Ira De Kalb under the sane roof for anything
trivial.

I knew Dr. Essen. 1'd interviewed her twice, right after Hiroshinma, about the work she'd done with
Meitner and Frisch in establishing the nuclear |iquid-drop concept of atomic fission. | wanted
very much to ask her what she was doing here but | didn't. | knew |'d get nore out of her if | let

it cone her way.

"M. De Kalb asked ne to neet you, M. Cortland," she said in her pleasant soft voice. "Hello,
it's nice to see you again. You' ve been having quite a tine in Ri o, haven't you?"

"dd stuff now," | said. "This |looks pronmising, if you're in on it. Wat's up, anyhow?"

She gave me that shy snmile again. She had a tired gentle face, gray curls cut very short, gray
eyes like two flashes of light off a steel beam when she | et you neet her direct gaze. Mostly she
was too shy. But when you caught that rare quick glance of her it was alnost frightening. You
realized then the hard dazzling mnd behind the eyes.

"Il let M. De Kalb tell you all about that," she said. "It isn't ny secret. But you're involved
nmore than you know. In fact—= She paused, not |ooking at ne, but giving the corner of the carpet a
gentle scow. "In fact, I'd like to show you sonething. W' ve got a little tine to spare, and

want your reaction to—to sonething. Cone with ne and we'll see."

| followed her out into the hall, down a flight of steps and then into a big room confortably
furni shed. A study, | thought. But the bookshel ves were enpty now and everything was lightly
filmed with dust.

"The fireplace, M. Cortland," Dr. Essen said, pointing.

It was an ordinary fireplace, gray stone in the pine-panelled wall, with a gray stone hearth. But
there seenmed to be

a stain at one spot on the hearth, close to the wall. | stepped closer. Then | knelt to | ook

The speed of a chain of thoughts conies as close as anything | know to annihilating tine itself.
The images that flashed through ny mnd seemed to cone all at once.
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| saw the stain. | thought—ransmutation. There was no overt reason but | thought it. And then
before I could take it in clearly with my conscious nind, in the chanbers of the unconscious |I was
standing again at the alley mouth in Rio at , three in the norning, seeing a dark thing | eap
forward at me with its two hands outstretched.

I heard the thin humring in ny ears, felt the burning of its touch. | renenbered the sunburst of
vi ol ent energy deep inside nme that had heral ded nurder whenever it came. And | knew that all these
were one—all these and the stain upon the hearth. The know edge canme unbi dden, wi t hout reason.

But it was sure

| didn't question it. But | |ooked very closely at the stone. That stain was an irregular area
where the stone seened changed into another substance. | didn't know what the substance was. It

| ooked wholly unfamiliar. The gray of the hearth stopped abruptly, along an irregular pattern, and
gave place to a substance that seened translucent, shot through with veins and striae that were
lighter, like the

veins in marble.

The pine panels beside the fireplace were partly stained |like the stone and a little area of the
carpet that canme up to the edge of the hearth. Wod, stone and cloth alike had turned into
this—+this marble stain. The veins in it were like tangled hair, curling together, enbedded |ike
some strange neural structure in half transparent flesh

| |1 ooked up.
"Don't touch it,"” Dr. Essen said quickly.

| didn't mean to. | didn't need to. | knew what it would feel like. | knew that though it was
perfectly notionless it would burn ny hand with friction if | touched it. Dr. Essen knew too. |
saw that in her face.

| stood up. "What is it?" | asked, ny voice sounding
oddly thin.

"The nekron,"” she told ne, alnpbst absently. She was searching ny face and the keenness of her gaze
was al -

nost painful to neet. "That's M. De Kalb's word for it. As good a word as any. It's—a new type of
matter. M. Cort-land—you have seen sonething like this before?" Her rare, direct |ook was |ike
the* sharpness of a knife going through ne, cold and deep

"Maybe," | said. "No, never, really. But—=
"Al'l right, | understand," she nodded. "I wanted to vert fy sonething. |I've verified it. Thank
you." She turned away toward the door. "We'd better get back. No, please-no questions yet. | can't

possi bly explain until after you' ve seen the Record.
"The Record? Wat-"

"It's something that was dug up in Crete. It's—peculiar. But thoroughly convincing. Youll see it
soon. Shall we go back?"

She | ocked the door behind us.

Certainly De Kalb didn't | ook his forty-seven years any nore than a G eek statue does. He | ooked
like a young man, big and well proportioned. His sleek hair lay flat and short upon his head, and
his face was handsone in the vacant way the Bel vedere's is.

There was no | atent expression upon it and you felt that no enotions had ever drawn |ines about
the nmouth or between the brows. Either he had never felt any or his control was such that he could
suppress all feeling. There was the same placidity you see in the face of Buddha.
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There was sonet hi ng odd about his eyes—+ couldn't nake out their color. They seermed to be fil med
as though with a cat's third eyelid. Light blue, | thought, or gray, and curiously dull.

He gave ne a strong handshake and col |l apsed into an overstaffed chair, hoisted his feet to a
hassock. Gunting, he blinked at ne with his dull stare. There was a curious clunmsiness to his
nmoti ons, and when he spoke, a curious ponderous quality in his diction. He seened to fee

somet hing |ike indul gent contenpt for the rest of the world. It was all right, | suppose. Nobody
had better reason. The nman was a geni us.

"dad you're here, M. Cortland," he said hoarsely. "I need you. Not for your intelligence which
is slight. Not for your physical abilities, obviously sapped by years of waste-

ful and juvenile dissipation. But | have an excellent reason to think we may work well together."

"I was sent to get an interview for Spread,"” |I told him

"You were not." De Kalb raised a forefinger. "You err through ignorance, sir. Robert Allister, the
publ i sher of Spread is a friend of m ne. He has noney. He has agreed to do the world and ne a
service. You are under contract to him so you do as he says. He says you will work with ne. Is
that cl ear?"

"Lucid," | told him "Except | don't work that way. The contract says |I'mto handl e news
assignments. | read the fine print too. There was no nention of peonage.”
"This is a news assignment. | shall give you an interview But first, the Record. | see no point

in futile discussion. Dr. Essen, will you be kind enough— He nodded toward a cupboard

She got out a parcel wapped in cloth, handed it to De Kalb. He held it on his knee, unopened,
tapped his fingers on its top. It was about the size and shape of a portable typewiter case.

"I have showed the contents of this," he said, "only to Dr. Essen. And—*
"l am convinced," Dr. Essen said dryly. "Ch yes, Ira. | am
convinced 1"

"Now | showit to you," De Kalb said and held out the package. "Put it on the tabl e—so. Now draw
up a chair. Renove the wappings. Excellent. And now—=

They were both | eaning forward, watching nme expectantly. | glanced fromthemto the battered box,
then back again. It was a tarnished blue-white rectangle, battered, snmudged with dirt, perfecly
pl ai n.

"It is of no known netal,"” De Kalb said. "Sonme alloy, | think. It was found fifteen years ago in
an excavation in Crete and sent to nme unopened. Not intentionally. Nobody has ever been able to
open it until recently. It is, as you may have guessed, a puzzle box. It took ne fourteen years to
learn the trick that would unlock it. It is also apparently indestructible. | shall now perform
the trick for you."

H s hands noved upon the battered surface. | saw his nails whiten now and then as he put pressure
on it.
"Now, " he said. "It opens. But | shall not watch. Letta,

will you? No, | think it will be better for us both if we |ook away while M. Cortland—
| stopped listening “along about then. For the box was sl owy opening.

It opened like a jewel. O like an unfolding flower that had as many facets as a jewel. | had
expected a lid to lift but nothing of the sort happened. There was novenent. There were facets and
pl anes sliding and shifting and turning as though hinged, but what had seened to be a box changed
and reassenbl ed and unfol ded before ne until it was—what? As nmuch a jewel as anything. Angles,

pl anes, a shape and a shi ning.
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Si mul t aneously there was notion in nmy own mind. As a tuning fork responds to a struck note, so
sonething like a vibration bridged the gap between the box and my brain. As a book opens, as
| eaves turn, a book opened and | eaves turned in my m nd.

Al tine conpressed itself into that blinding second. There was a shifting reorientation, notions
infinitely fast that fitted and neshed with such precision the book and nmy mind were one.

The Record opened itself inside my brain. Conplete, whole, a history and a vision, it hung for
that one instant lucid and detailed in my mind. And for that nmonent outside time | did conprehend.

But the mind could not retain it all. It flashed out and burned along my nerves and then it faded
and was only a pulse, a glinpse, hanging on like an after-image in ny nenory. | had seen—and
forgotten.

But | had not forgotten everything.

Across a gulf of inconceivable eons a Face | ooked at ne fromred sky and enpty earth. The Face of
Ea.

The room spun around ne.

"Here," Dr. Essen's voice nurnured at my shoulder. | |ooked up dizzily, took the glass of brandy
she offered. |I'mnot sure now whether or not | had a nonent of uncon-sciouness. | know ny eyes
blurred and the roomtilted before ne. |I drank the brandy gratefully.

(N
THE VI SION OF TI ME
DE KALB SAID, Tell us what you saw.”

"You—you' ve seen it too?" The brandy hel ped but | wasn't yet steady. | didn't want to tal k about
what had flashed through ny mind in that unendi ng, dissolving glinpse which was slipping fragment
by fragnent out of ny menory as | sat there. And yet | did want to talk

"I've seen it," De Kalb's ponderous nod was grim "Letta Essen has seen it. Now you. Three of us.
We all get the sane thing and yet—details differ. Three witnesses to the sane scene tell three
different stories. Each sees with a different brain. Tell us howit seenmed to you."

I swirled the brand around in ny glass. My thoughts swirled with it, hot and potent as the |iquor
and as volatile. Gve nme ten mnutes nore, | thought, and they'll evaporate.

"Red sky," | said slowy. "Enpty | andscape. And— The word stuck in ny throat. | couldn't nanme it.

"The Face," De Kalb supplied inpatiently. "Yes, | know.

Go on."

"The Face of Ea," | said. "How do | know its nane? Ea and time—ti ne— Suddenly the brandy spl ashed
across ny hand. | was shaking with reaction so violent | could not control it and |I was shaking
because of tine. | got the glass to my lips, using both hands, and drai ned what was

left.

The second reaction passed and | thought | had nyself
under control

"Time," | said deliberately, letting the thought of it pour through nmy mind in a |ong, cold, dark-
colored tide that had no notion. Time hasn't, of course. But when you see it as | did, at first
the concept makes the brain rock in your skull

"Ti nre—ahead of our tine. Uncountable thousands of years in our future. It was all there, wasn't
it? The civilizations rising and falling one after another until—the last city of all. The City of
t he Face."
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"You saw it was a city?" De Kalb leaned forward quickly. "That's good. That's very good. It took
me three times to find that out."

"It didn't see it. I—+ just knew. "

I closed nmy eyes. Before ne the enpty |andscape floated, dark, alnost night, under the dimred
sky.

I knew the Face was enornmous. The side of sone nobuntain had been carved away to reveal it and, |
supposed, carved with tools by human hands. But you had the feeling that the Face must always have
been there, that one day it had wakened in the rock and given one great grirnace of inpatience and
t he nmount ai nsi de had sl oughed away fromits features, leaving Ea to | ook out into eternity over
the red night of the world.

"There are people inside," | said. "I could feel them being there. Feel their thoughts,
suppose. People in an enornous city, a nmetropolis behind the Face."

"Not a netropolis," De Kalb said. "A nekropolis. There's a difference. But—yes, it's a city."

"Streets," | said dreamly, sniffing the enpty glass. "Levels of honmes and public buil dings.
Peopl e noving, living, thinking. Wat do you mean, nekropolis?"

"Tell you later. Go on."

"I wish |l could. It's fading." | closed ny eyes again, thinking of the Face. | had to force ny
mnd to turn around in its tracks and look, for it didn't want to confront that infinite

conpl exity again. The Face was painful to see. It was too intricate, too involved with enotions
conpl ex beyond our grasp. It was painful for the mind to think of it, straining to understand the
i nscrutabl e things that experience had etched upon those nountain-high features.

"Is it a portrait?" | asked suddenly. "Or a conposite? What is the Face?"

"Acity," De Kalb said. "A nation. The ultinmate in human destiny—and a call for help. And nuch
more that we'll never understand."

"But—the future!" | said. "That box—didn't you say it was found in Crete? Dug up in old ruins? How
could sonething fromthe past be a record of our own future? It doesn't neke sense."

"Very little nakes sense, sir, when you cone to exam ne

the nature of tinme." De Kalb's voice was ponderous again.-He heaved hinself up a little and fol ded
his thick fingers, |ooking at ne above themw th veiled gray eyes.

"Have you read Spengler, M. Cortland?" he asked.
I grimaced and nodded.

"I know, | know. He has a high irritant value. But the man had genius, just the same. Hi s concept
of the community, noving through its course from'culture' to dead and petrifying 'civilization'
is what happened to the city of the Face.

"l said happened' because | have to use the past tense for that nekropolis of the future. It
exists. It has acconplished itself in tine as fully as Babylon or Rone. And the nmen in it are not
men at all in the sense we know. They are gods."

He | ooked at ne as if he expected me to object. | said nothing.

"They are gods," He went on. "Spengler was wong, of course, in thinking of any human progress in
one sinple, romantic curve. You have only to conpare fourteenth century Ronme with sixteenth
century Rone to see that a nekropolis, as Munford calls it, can pull itself together and becone a
metropolis again, a living, vitaLunit in human culture.

"I have no quarrel with Spengler in his interpretations of a culture within itself. But both he
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and Toynbee went astray in their ideas of the synbolic value of a city. Wen you go further into
the Record you'll see what | nean."

He paused, put out a large hand and funbled in a dish of fruit on the table at his el bow. He found
an orange and peered at it dubiously, hefted it once or twice, then closed his fingers over it and
went on with his discourse.

"I'n a monent," he said, "I want to show you sonmething with this orange as an illustration. First,
however, | must do Spengler thel justice of allowing the validity of his theories, in the
ultimate. The City of the Face has run its course. It is a nekropolis, in the .sense that Mnford
uses the term

"I'n our times, a nekropolis such as Rome once was, and such as New York rmust be someday, needn't
mean the end of our civilization, because a city isn't a whole nation. There were outlying
villages that flourished all the better when

Rome ceased to dominate their world. Wen the dark ages closed over Europe it wasn't by
any nmeans the end of the civilized world-"el sewhere on the planet new cultures were rising and old
ones flourishing. "But the City of the Face is a very different matter. "That Gty is really
Nekropolis and there are no outlying villages to carry on, no outlying cultures rising toward
fruition. In all that world there is only the one great Cty where nmankind survives. And
they aren't nen—they are gods. CGods, sir!"

"Then it can't really be a nekropolis,” | objected. "It need not be. That's up to us." "How?"

"You saw ny hearth. Dr. Essen showed you the stain of plague that is creeping across it. Ch yes,
my friend, that stain is spreading! Slowy, but with a rate of growh that increases as it goes.
The negative matter—no, not even negative. Not even that. But it happened to the world of the
Face. That whole planet is nekronic natter except for the City itself.

"You didn't sense that fromyour first experience with the Record? No? You will. The people in the
Cty can't save thenselves by direct action on the world around them They appeal to us. W can
save them | don't yet know how. But they know or they woul dn't have appealed in just the way they
did."

"Wait a minute," | said. "Let me get this straight. You're asking me to accept a lot, you know.
The only premise |I've got to believe in is the—+he Record. But what do you want from ne,
personal | y? How do | cone into it? Wiy ne?"

De Kalb shifted in his chair, sighed heavily, opened his fingers and peered at the orange he held
as if he had never seen it before. He grinmaced.

"Sir, you're right. | accept the rebuke. Let ne give you facts. Item the Record. It is, in
effect, a book. But not a book made by human minds. And it nust, as you know, be experienced, not
read. Each tine you open the box you will get the sane flash of conplete vision, and each tinme you
will forget alittle less as your mnd is conditioned. But there will always be facets of that
trenendous story which

will elude us, | think. Qur mnds can never wholly grasp what lies inside that box...

"I't was found in Crete. It had lain there perhaps three thousand years, perhaps five thousand—+

think, nmyself, a mllion. It came into ny hands half by accident. | could not open it. Of and on

| tried. That is nmy habit. | used X-rays to | ook through the substance of the box. O course | saw
not hi ng.

"l detected radioactivity, and | tested it with certain of the radio-elenents. | exposed it to
supersonics. |I—well, | tried nany things. Sonething worked. Sonething clicked the safety, so that

one day it opened. You see— He |ooked at nme gravely. "You see, it was tine."
"Ti me?"

"That box was made with a purpose, obviously. It was sent to us, with a message. | say to us but
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the aimwas less direct. It was sent through time, M. Cortland—through tinme itself—and the
address said sinply, To be opened only by a skilled technol ogical civilization." "

"Al'l right," | said. "Suppose it came through tine. Suppose it's an appeal for help. | didn't get
that, but I"'mwilling to believe | might if |I opened the box often enough. But why do you assume
this is a living issue, here and now? You inmply the fate of the City depends on us. If that box is
as old as you say, isn't it nore likely the City of the Face existed sonewhere in the prehistoric
past ?

"They made a record—+ can't deny that. They cast it adrift intime like a note in a bottle and it
floated ashore here and we read it. Sure. But it nmakes a good enough news-story for me the | ogica
way—a relic of a dead civilization a mllion years old. That | could wite. But—

"You are not here to wite a news story, sir!" De Kalb's
voi ce was sharp.
"That's what ny contract says |'mhere for."

"You were chosen," De Kalb said heavily. "You were chosen. Not by Allister. Not by nme." He shifted
uneasily. "Let me go on a little." He peered at the orange, tossed it up and caught it with a
smack in his palm "I opened the box for the first time," he said, "in nmy studio.

"You've seen it. | saw the box unfolding like a flower. For the first tine in a mllion
year s—epeni ng up in four dinmen-

sions, or perhaps nore than four, with that tesseract notion which the eye can only partly see.
But that first time, sir-sonething nore happened." He paused, hesitated, said in a reluctant
voi ce, "Something cane out of the box."

| waited. Dr. Essen, who had scarcely noved since this talk began, got up abruptly and went to
stand at the wi ndow, her back to us, |ooking out over the great brown tunbl e of nountains beyond.

"It came out of the box," De Kalb said in a rapid voice, as if he didn't want to talk about this

and was determined to get it over as fast as he could. "It passed ne. It |eaped toward the
fireplace. And it was gone. Wen | |ooked, | saw nothing. But that evening | noticed the first
spot of the stain upon the stone. In the stone. It neant little to ne then—I had not yet |earned

enough fromthe Record to be afraid. But I know now. "
(Y

THE LAURENTI AN STORY

AGAIN | waited. This tine | had to pronpt him

" Knowwhat ?"

"The nekron,"” he said. "It's growing. It will never stop growing, until—= He paused, shrugged. "W
have to believe they're in the future,” he said. "W have to help them They nade sure of that.

For unless we do the nekron will grow and grow until our world is |like theirs—dead matter. Inert.
Nekronic. | call it that because it is death.

"An absolutely new formof nmatter, the death of energy. It breaks a suprene |aw of our universe,
the I aw of increasing entropy. Entropy trends toward chaos, naturally. But the nekron is the other
extrenme, a pattern, a dead null-energy pattern of negation.”

"You nean," | demanded, "that the people of the City deliberately set a trap for the man who first
opened t he box?"

"They had to. They had to nake sure we'd answer their appeal to save ourselves."
"Then you' re convinced they exist in the future, not the

past ?"
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"You saw the Face. You were aware, you say, of the waves of civilization rising and falling
bet ween our time and theirs? How can you doubt it, then, M. Cortland?"
I was silent, renenbering.

"It doesn't matter," De Kalb went on. "That question is purely acadenmic. Past or future is all one

inthe time-fabric you will understand better after you've opened the

box again."

"But," | said, "how can we help then? If they can't destroy the nenace to their own world,
whatever it is, how could we? It's ridiculous. And anyhow, if tine-travel was possible for the
box—which | don't for a nonent really accept—how could it be possible for tangible, living nen

fromour tine? And if it were, how could you be sure you weren't dashing off to save a city that
woul d prove when you found it to be already dead? Overwhelned a nillion years ago? Howis it—

"No, no, M. Cortland!" De Kalb held up a large hand with an orange bal anced on its palm "You
have so much to learn! Allow ne the intelligence to think of those objections nyself! Surely you
don't inmagine all that hadn't occurred to ne already?

"The answer is that the nekron can be destroyed—er at |east that the problemit poses can be
solved. | believe it can be solved only by this nethod—three nen and one worman nust go into the
future age that hol ds-the Face of Ea. For that, apparently, was the original plan of the people of
t he Face."

"What makes you so certain of that?"

"A nunber of factors. The Record was sent to 'our civilization, renmenber?" : I had hi m
there. "But it was found in Cretan ruins, you

said."

"Certainly. And the ancient Mnoans didn't open it. | suspect the Record existed |ong before the
time of Theseus—but it remai ned unopened until a neotechnical civilization had devel oped on this
pl anet. Only nen—and wormen—who were products of such a culture would have the qualities necessary
to solve the nekronic problem™”

"Way didn't they send the Record directly to our era? Wiy did they miss the right tine by
t housands of years?"

"I am no expert in. the specialized restrictions of tinme-traveling," De Kalb said, with sone
irritation. "It may be that too-accurate aimis inpossible. How can |I tell that? The Record
reached the right hands. | can easily prove that."

But | was searching for errata. "You said we'd have the qualities that could solve the nekronic
probl em-destroy it, | suppose you nean. Wll|? Have you solved it?"

De Kalb lost his ill-tenper and beaned at ne. "No," he said. "Not yet. The nekronic matter itself
is very curious—atypical, conpletely. It is absolutely nonreactive. It has no spectrum It enmts
no energy. No known reagent affects it in the slightest degree. It is a newtype of matter, plain
and sinple. | cannot destroy it—ot yet. Not now. But | believe | can do it with the gui dance and
aid of the people of the Face. As a matter of =

The tel ephone on the table beside himbuzzed sharply. Dr. Essen swung around with a start. De Kalb
grunted, nodded at her, nuttered, "lI'mafraid so," as if in answer to a question and took up the
tel ephone with his free hand.

It sputtered at him

"All right, put himon," De Kalb said in a resigned voice. The receiver buzzed and sputtered
again. De Kalb's placid features grinmaced, snoothed out, grinmaced again. "Now Miurray," he said
"Now Murray—o, wait a mnute! Confound it, Miurray, allow nme to—+ know you are, but—
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The tel ephone would not |et himspeak. It crackled angrily, a word now and then comni ng out
clearly. De Kalb listened in resigned silence. Finally he heaved hinself up in the chair and spoke
wi th sudden resol ution.

"Murray," he said sharply, "Murray, listen to ne. Cort-land' s here."

The phone crackled. De Kalb grinned. "I know you don't," he said. "Probably Cortland doesn't I|ike
you either. That's not inportant. Miurray, can you conme up here? Yes, it is inportant. | have
sonmet hing to show you." He hesitated, glanced at Dr. Essen, shrugged. "I amcasting the die
Murray," he said. "I want to show you a certain box."

"You know Col onel Harrison Miurray?" De Kalb asked. | nodded. | knew and disliked himfor personal

qualities quite

apart fromhis ability. He was old arny, Wst Point, a nmartinet. He had the violent, uncontrolled
enotions of an hysterical woman and the nechanical brilliance of a —well,

a robot.

No one could deny his genius. He prided hinself on being scrupulously just, which he wasn't. But
he thought he was. A fine technician, a genius at strategy and tactics. He confirmed that in the

Pacific, back in "45. 1'd done a profile on himonce and he hadn't liked it at all
"You're taking himin on this?" | asked.
"I've got to. He can nake it too hot for nme unless he understands. You see, |'ve been working with

hi m on—ever nind. But he insists | go on with it. He can't see how inportant this new business
is."

"Ira." Dr. Essen put intimdly. "Ira, do you really think it's wise? To bring the colonel in yet,
I nmean. Are you

sure?"

"You know |''mnot, Letta." He frowned. "But there's so little tine to be lost, now | don't dare
wait any longer. M. Cortland— He swung around toward me. "M. Cortland, | see it is nowtine to
gi ve you one nore bit of know edge. | have a story to tell you, about nyself and you. Surely you
must have realized by now that you are involved in this thing far beyond any power of mne to
accept or disniss.”

| nodded. | did know that. | thought briefly of the things that had happened to ne in Rio, of the
affinity I had sensed without understandi ng between that stain on the hearthstone and the—the
creature which had scorched ny hand in Rio and the deaths that had cone after. Wuld they stop
now—n Ri o? Wuld they begin again, nearer honme? There had to be some connecti on—oi nci dence j ust
doesn't stretch that far. But all | could do was wait.

"This is ny story," De Kalb said. "Qur story, M. Cortland. Yours and mne, Dr. Essen's—perhaps
Col onel Murray's too. | don't know. | wish I did. Well, 111 get on with it." He sighed heavily.
"After | had experienced the Record many tines," he said "|I began to realize that there was in it
reference to a certain spot on the earth's surface that had a rather nystifying inportance.

"I was unable to grasp why. The place was |ocalized by

| atitude, |ongitude, various nethods of cross-reference. It took ne a long while to work it out in
terms of our own world and era and deci mal system But finally | didit.

"I went there." He* paused, regarding ne gravely. "Have you ever been in the Laurentians, M.
Cortl and? Do you know the wi |l dness of those nountains? So near here by air, and so far off in
anot her world, once you arrive and the sound of your nptor ceases. You inmagi ne then that you can
hear the silences of the arctic wastes, which are all that |lie beyond that band of northern
forests.

"Well, | hired nen. | sank a shaft. They thought | was sinply a prospector with nore noney and
fewer brains than nost. Fortunately they didn't know ny real reason—that the spot | was hunting
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had turned out to be underground. You get sone curious superstitions up there in the w | ds—perhaps
not curious. In nmany ways they're wise nmen. But ny spot, in this era at |east, had to be dug for.

"My instrunents showed ne a disturbance toward which the shaft was angl ed. And eventually we cane
to the source of that disturbance. W found it. W hollowed a cavern around it. After that |
di snmi ssed the men and settled down to study the thing | had found." He | aughed abruptly.

"It was twenty feet of nothing, M. Cortland. An oval of disturbance, egg-shaped, cloudy to the
eye. | could walk through it. But, inside that oval, space and matter were walled off fromour own
space and matter by a barrier that was, | know now, supra-dimensional. A man may nove fromlight
to dark, encountering no barrier—yet the difference is manifest. There were trenmendous differences
her e.

"Also there was sonething inside. | was convinced of that |ong before | got ny first glinpse of
it. | tried many things. It was finally under a bonbardment of UV that | saw the first shadowy
shape inside that nothingness. | increased the power, | decreased it, | played with the vernier

like a violinist on a Stradivari us.

"I chased that elusive nystery up and down through the light bands |like a cat on a nouse's trail
And at last, quite clearly, | saw— He broke off, grinning at ne.

"No, | shall not tell you yet what | saw," he said. "You wouldn't believe nme. The nonent has now
come, M. Cortland, when | nmust give you a little | esson on the nature of

tinme." He held up the orange, revolving it slowy between
his fingers.

"A sphere," he said, "revolving on an axis. Call it Earth." He put out his other hand and took up
fromthe fruit

bowl a silver knife with a | eaf-shaped blade a little broader
than the orange. Wth great deliberation he slid the edge

t hrough the rind.

Vv

THE DEATH CARRI ERS

WHAT happened then cane totally w thout warning. In one nonent | sat confortably in my chair
wat ching De Kal b drew the knife-blade through the orange. In the next—

A blinding nova of pure energy exploded outward froma nexus in the center of ny body.

The room ceased to be. De Kalb and Dr. Essen were unrealities far off at the periphery of that
expl odi ng nova. Vitality ran like fire through every nerve and vein, like an adrenalin charge

i nconcei vably magni fied. There was nothing in the world for one tinmeless nonent but the bursting
gl ow of that experience for which I have no nane.

The first thing | saw when the room cane back into focus around ne was the bl ood running from De
Kal b' s hand.

It meant nothing to nme, in that first instant. Blood is the natural conconmitant of death, and
knew t hat sormewhere not far away a man had died a nonent before. Then ny senses cane back and
sat up abruptly, staring at De

Kal b's face.

The color had drained out of it. He was | ooking at his cut hand with a bl ank unseei ng gaze. There
was a little blood on the silver knife. It was nothing. He had only cut hinself slightly because
of —
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Because of —

Qur eyes net. | think the knowl edge came sinultaneously into our ninds in that neeting of glances.
He had felt it too. The explosion of white energy had burst outward in his nerve centers in the
sane nonent it burst in mine. Neither of us spoke. It wasn't necessary.

After what seened a long while | |ooked at Dr. Essen. That bright steel glance of hers nmet mne
squarely but there was only bew | dernment init.

"What happened?' 4 she asked.
The sound of her voice seened to release us both from our speechl essness.

"You don't know?" De Kalb swung around to | ook at her. "No, evidently you don't. But M. Cortland
and | —ort-land, how often have you— He groped for words.

"Since the first of the deaths in Rio," | said flatly. "You?"
"Since the first of them here. And ever since,- though, very faintly, when they happened in Rio."
"What are you tal king about?" Dr. Essen denmanded.

Heavily, speaking with deliberation, De Kalb told her

"For myself," he finished, glancing at me, "it began when | first opened the Record." He paused,
| ooked at his hand with some surprise and, |aying down orange and knife, pulled a handkerchi ef
fromhis pocket and wapped it around the bleeding cut. "I didn't feel that at all," he said,

al nost to hinself.

And then, to nme, "I opened the Record. | told you that—somethi ng—went by nme very fast and

vani shed at the spot where that nekronic strain later cane into existence." He | ooked at ne
soberly, his eyes narrowed. "M . Cortland,"” he said, "can you tell nme that you did not experience
any feeling of recognition when you first saw that stain on the hearth?"

I got up so suddenly that my chair alnost tipped over. Violently | said, "De Kalb, somewhere a man
has just died! Sonething killed him Sonething is making you and ne accessories to nurder! W've
got to put a stop to it! This isn't an acadenic discussi on—t's nmurder! We—

"Sit down, M. Cortland, sit down." De Kalb's voice was tired. "I know quite well it's nurder. W
must and will discover the truth about it. But not by shouting at one another. The truth lies in
that box on the table. It Iies somewhere very far in the future.

"Also, the truth is a being that roanms our world, nmurdering at will. | released it, M. Cortland
Unwittingly, but | released it. That was a Pandora's box | opened. Trouble and

death came out of it. We can only pray that there is hope in the bottomof it, as there was in
Pandora's box."

"Look," | said. "Tell me how |l can help and 111 do it. But let's not have any nore generalities.
I'"'mtoo close to these deaths. | think I'"min personal danger. Maybe you are too. \Wat can we do?"

"W are not in personal danger fromthe killer. Fromthe | aw—perhaps—+f this connection from which
we suffer were to beconme known. What can we do? | wish | could tell you. -I'msure of this
nmuch—that thing which came fromthe box, |eaving the stain of nekronic matter |ike a footprint
behind it, is a living and dangerous creature. It touched me as it went by. | think by that touch
|'ve become—well, remptely akin to it. Were you touched too?"

| told him

"Very well," he said. "W are in danger. Has it occurred to you yet that where it touched the
heart hst one, the nek-

ron took root?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (15 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:20 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt

For a nonent | didn't see what he meant. Then the inplication hit ne and | went cold and enpty
inside. De Kalb, seeing the | ook on nmy face, |aughed shortly.

"I see it has. Very well. So far | haven't detected any sign of nekronic infection in nyself. |
assume you haven't either. But that proves nothing."

"Have you seen the creature?" | asked. He hesitated. "I can't be sure. | think |I have. WD you
tell me exactly what happened to you, please? Every detail, even the irrelevant."

And when | had finished, he exchanged troubl ed gl ances

with Dr. Letta Essen. "Directive intelligence, then," she said
"The way it noved," De Kalb murrmured. "That's highly
significant. And the inpossibility of getting a firmgrip on
the creature. So—tetta, do you agree?"

"Frictional burns?" she asked. "But it didn't nove fast enough to cause those. That is—not
spatially."

"Not in space, no," De Kalb said. "But in time? Limted, of course. A few seconds' |eeway woul d be
enough if you consider the energy expended and the trenendous velocities involved. It |looks like a
shadow—t seens to have nass wi thout weight—and it has high velocity w thout spatial notion.

"And M. Cortland's tightening his grip on the creature seened to push it away. Ti me-novenent,
then! It vibrates—it has an oscillating period of existence, certainly limted within a range of
a |l ew seconds. A tuning-fork vibrates in space. Wiy not vibration through tinme—w th an extrenely
narrow range?

"No wonder you couldn't hold the creature! Could you hold a netal rod vibrating that rapidly? You
woul d get frictional burns on your hands—since your own wei ght would prevent you from partaki ng of
its nmotion. The being's existence nmust be, to a linited degree, extra-tenporal.

"Consequently, | suppose any weapon used against it would have to be keyed to its own tenpora
periodicity. That is, if we had a pistol oscillating in time, we mght be able to shoot the
creature. But the hand that squeezed the trigger mght have to be oscillating too."

"Trenbling like 'a leaf,"” | said. "I know m ne would be."

He brushed that away. "How intelligent is this killer? Is ego involved, or nerely vanpirisn®? If
the creature read your nmind— He grinmaced. "No. No! The nmissing factor is what the nekron itself
is and its special qualities. And we don't know that. W probably never will until we go to the
Face of Ea."

| sighed. | sat down. 1'd had too many jolts in the past half hour to feel very sure of nyself.
"So we travel intime," | said wearily "M . De Kal b—you're crazy."
He had enough energy left to chuckle rather wanly.

"You'll- think ne even crazier, sir, when | tell you what it was | saw down there under the
mountain, in the cavern. But | rnust finish ny denonstration before you'll be able to understand."

"CGCet on with it, then."

He took up orange and knife again. He fitted the blade into the cut and finished the job of
bisecting the fruit alittle above its equator. The severed top half |ay upon the bl ade as on a
narrow plate. Below it he held the other half of the orange in place, so that it still naintained
its unbroken sphere.

"Consider this blade Flatland," he said. "A world of two dinensions, intersecting the three-
di nensi onal sphere. Now
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if I revolve the lower half of the orange, you will please inagine that the upper half revol ves
with it. One fruit—you see? The axis renmains inmmovable in relation to the plane in Flatland it
i ntersects.

"Now. | cut this |ower half again, straight through. The sane axis intersects the same point on
this Flatland. In other words, the spatial axis renains stable. You understand so far?"

"No," | said. He grinned, tossed knife and fruit back into the bow .

"It takes thinking," he said. "Let nme go on. Nowtime is also a sphere. Tinme revolves. And tine
has an axi s—a single stable extension of a tenporal point, drawn through past and future alike,
intersecting themall, as that knife-blade touched the orange everywhere in the Flatl and

di mension. And that, M. Cortland, is what nakes travel in tine theoretically valid.

"The theory of time-travel usually ignhores space. The traveler steps into sone sem -nagica

machi ne, presses a button and energes a thousand years in the future—but on earth!" He snorted.
"In a thousand years, or a thousand days, or in one day, or one mnute, this planet along with the
whol e sol ar system woul d have traveled far beyond its position at the nonent the traveler entered
hi s nmachi ne.

"But there is one point from which he could enter the machine, enter time itself and be sure

al ways of energing on earth. For each planet, | think, there is one single point. The spot in the
Laurentians where | sawwhat | sawwas that point for our planet. It is the spot at which the axis
of the time-sphere intersects our own three-dinensional world. If it were possible to follow the
line of the particular axis you woul d nove through tine.

"Well, | believe there is novenent but along still another dinension, beyond this theoretica
fourth which is time—er supertine. Gll it a fifth. This nmuch I'm sure of +f you could stay in the
time axis indefinitely the ultra-tinme drift would carry you into another era, through era beyond
era, wherever other ages intersect the tinme axis." He shook his head.

"I admit | don't understand it too clearly. It's a science beyond ours. However, | think | can
expl ain the presence

of the Record box now. | believe the people of the Face sent it back in a direction parallel to
the tine-axi s—which, renenber, intersects the same area in space always, at any given nonent. They
sent it very far back, millennia into our past—as you say, |like people tossing a nessage in a

bottle into the stream of tine.

"Look." He held up his hand, thunb and forefinger touching at the tips. "Two ti mes—ny finger and
thunb. But they touch at one point only. There you can cross. Fromthe time of the Face to, let us
say, sone thousands of years B.C. This is vague again, and it is sonmething | don't understand.

"The extension is along still another dinension, possibly the ultra-sphere, this figurative fifth.
But it's logical to suppose there would be such a limtation. There is in space. You can step
spatially only into areas spatially adjoining yours. And in tine—waell, it may apply there too."
"AIl right," | said. "Okay up to now. |'Il accept it. Now let's have the kicker. Wat was it you

saw in your cave?"

De Kal b | eaned back in his chair, regarding ne with a grin
"I saw you, M. Cortland."

| gaped at him

Hi s grin broadened.

"Yes, | saw you, lying alseep on the floor of the—the egg. | saw nyself there too, asleep. | saw
Dr. Essen. And lastly | saw Col onel Harrison Murray."

He | ooked at nme with obscure triunph, his grin very wide.
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"You're crazy," | said bluntly.
"You' re thinking you've never been in a cavern under a Laurentian nountain, | suppose. Very
likely. Nor has Dr. Essen. Nor, | imagine, Murray. But you will be, ny friend. So will we all.’

The grin faded. Now the deep voice was graver. "And we are all changed, there in the egg. You
understand that?

"W are older, by alittle, not tenporally, but in experience. You can see that on our faces. W
have all passed through strange experiences—good, bad, awe-inspiring, perhaps. And the nen
| ook—+tired, older. But Dr. Essen | ooks strangely younger." He shrugged heavily. "I don't

attenpt to explainit. |I can only report what | saw," He snmiled at ne.

"Well, so rmuch for that. Don't | ook so stunned, M. Cor-land! | assure you it was yoursel f. Which

means that you will go with us when we take our 'great leap into the future, into the world of the
Face. | believe we will all stand together in the living flesh before that great Face we have seen
only in our ninds, today.

"Believe? | know it. Those people lying asleep in the tine-axis, with instrunents on the floor
around themto regulate their slunbers, will go forward in time—have gone forward. And they will
return in the end to here and now.

"They will go as the box went. Fromthe here and now, forward through the tine-axis to the world
of the Face. But there is no backward flow al ong that axis. No one can risk neeting hinself in his
own past, even if such a thing were possible. So when we return, we nust conme as the box did,
along a path which is parallel to the axis, to that continuous point in tinme which may be
mllennia B.C., where the box originally emerged.

"In effect, one goes forward with the flow along the tine axis and back around the circunference
of the sphere which is tinme. And there we enter the tinme-axis chanber again, and are carried
forward along the flow to our own present tine." He sniled.

"Do you see what that neans? It neans that one day those four in the Laurentian cavern wll waken
And as they wake, as they step out, three nen and a woman will enter the chanmber and begin their
journey into tinme!"

| gave nmy head a quick shake. Inmages were whirling in it like sparks froma Fourth-of-July
pi nwheel . None of them made sense to ne, or perhaps only one. But that one was definite.

"Ch no they won't," | said.

"Why not ?"

"I will quote you a vulgarism" | said nmeticulously. "There may be flies on sone of you guys, but
there ain't no flies on me. Tmnot going. | know when I'mwell off. Jerry Cortland is staying
right here with both feet firmupon his own tenmporal axis. | will wite you the best story you
ever saw

about yourself, M. De Kalb, but I won't clinmb on any nerry-go-rounds with you. Is that clear?"
He chuckl ed deeply.

"But you did, M. Gortland—you didl"

VI THE M LI TARY M ND

COLONEL HAHRI SON MURHAY, at sixty, still had a fine mlitary figure and was proud of it. You could
see himrenmenber to throw his shoul ders back and pull in his waist about once every ten mnutes.
Then age and the subject at hand woul d gradually divert himand he woul d sag sl owl y—until he
remenbered again.

He had a discontented drooping nouth, a face all flat sl ab-shaped planes and an incongruously high
thin voice that got hi gher when he-was angry, which was nost of the tine. He was angry now.
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"A man can't help it if he was born a fool, De Kalb," he said. "But luckily we're not all fools.
You're going to drop this idiotic sideline of yours, whatever it is, and go back to work on our
current job. You agreed to assist the War Departnment— He gave ne a quick, wary glance. "You
agreed to do a certain job."

"I'"ve done it," De Kalb told him Tve set up the Bureau and laid out aU the plans. Ch, it's no
secret—we're not the only ones who' ve been experinenting along this line. I'll be willing to bet
M. Cortland knows nore than you think about this top-secret Bureau of ours. How about that?"

He was |l ooking at me. | said, "Well, |'ve heard runors on the grapevine. Hypnotism isn't itF

Murray swore softly. De Kal b chuckl ed.

"Subl i m nal hypnosis,"” he said. "It doesn't matter, Colonel. The inportant secrets are the
speci al i zed techni ques that have been worked out and they're still under cover—+ hope. The Bureau
is operating efficiently now 1've set up the plan. Now there are conpetent researchers doi ng
quite as nuch as | could do. If | stayed on nowit would sinply be as a

figurehead. My useful ness was over when | explained ny theories to the technicians and
psychol ogi sts who were able to apply them"

"Allow ne to decide that," Murray said angrily and there was a pause.

Quietly, fromher chair by the window, Dr. Essen spoke. "lra, perhaps if Colonel Murray saw the
Recor d—=

"OfF course," De Kalb said. "No use squabbling any further. Cortland, will you do the honors this
time?"

| opened the cupboard door. | took down the w apped bundle which was the box. | set it on the
tabl e between De Kalb and Murray. The Col onel | ooked suspiciously at it.

"If this is some childish joke— he began

"l assure you, sir, it's no joke. It is sonething the like of which you ve never seen before, but
there's nothing hunmorous about it. | think when you've |ooked into this—+this package—you'll have
no further objections to the problem|'mworking on."

De Kal b undid the wappi ngs. The stained and battered box, blue-white, inperishable as the tinme-
currents upon which it had drifted so long, lay there before us, the universe and the destiny of
man | ocked inside it.

De Kalb's fingers noved upon its surface. There was a faint, distant ringing as if the hinges
moved to a sound of nusic and the box unfolded Iike a flower.

| didn't watch. | knew |'d get nothing further fromit now until nmy mind had rested a little.
| ooked at the ceiling instead, where the lights fromthe unfol ded | eaves and facets of the Record
moved in intricate patterns on the white plaster. Even that was hypnotic.

It was very quiet in the room The silence of the end of the world seenmed to flow out of the box
in waves, engulfing all sound except for De Kal b's heavy breathing and the quicki rasping breath
that came and went as Miurray sat notionless, staring at the flicker of lights that had been it at
the world's end and sent back to us along the circunference of tine.

I found that |I was holding nyself tense in that silence. | was waiting—waiting for the nova to
burst again inside nme, perhaps. Wiiting for another killing, perhaps somewhere in ny sight this
time, perhaps someone in this room And | was

wai ting for one thing nore—the first spreadi ng coldness that mght hint to ne that ny own flesh,
like the stone of the studio hearth, had given ropt to the nekron

The box closed. The lights vanished fromthe ceiling.

Murray very slowy sat upright in his chair.

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (19 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:21 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt

De Kal b | eaned back heavily, his curiously dull eyes full on Miurray's face.
"And that's the whole story," he said.

It had taken over an hour of quick, incisive questions and pai nstaking answers to present Mirray
with a conplete picture of the situation in which he hinmself played so curious a part. W al

wat ched his face, searching, | think, for some sign of the tremendous intellectual and enotiona
experi ence through which everyone nust go who opened that box.

Not hi ng showed. It was the stranger because | knew Miurray was al nost a hysteric, psychol ogically.
Perhaps he'd learned to control hinmself when he had to. Certainly he showed nothing of enotion as
he shot his cold, watchful questions at De Kalb.

"And you recogni zed ne,
under ground roonf"

he said now, narrowing his eyes at De Kalb. "I was in that—that

"You were."
Murray regarded himquietly, his nouth pulled dowmward in a curve of determ nation and anger

"De Kalb," he said, "you tell a good story. But you're a grasshopper. You al ways have been. You
|l ose interest in every project as soon as you think you' ve solved it. Now listen to nme a minute.
The indoctrination project you were working on with nme is not yet fully solved. | know you think
so. But it isn't. | see exactly what's happened. Hypnosis as an indoctrination nethod has |ed you
off onto this wild schene. You intend to use hypnosis on whatever guinea-pigs you can enlist and—

"It isn't true, Murray, It isn't true.'
Record. You know. "

De Kalb was not even indignant, only weary. "You saw the

"All right," Murray adnitted after a noment. "I saw the Record. Very well. Suppose you can go
forward in tinme. Suppose you step out, back in the here and now, ten seconds

after you step in. You say no tine is | ost But what energy you'll |ose, De Kalb! You'll be a
different man, older, tired, full of experiences. Disinterested, naybe, in ny project. |I can't |et
you do it. I'Il have to insist you finish that first and then do what you like on this Record dea
of yours."

"I't can't be done, Murray," De Kalb said. "You can't get around it that way. | saw you in the tinmne-

chanber, renenber. You did go

Murray put up an inpatient hand. "lIs this tel ephone connected with the exchange? Thanks. | can't
argue with you, De Kalb. | have a job to do."

We all sat quiet, watching himas he put a nunber through. He got his departnmental headquarters.
He got the nman he want ed.

"Murray speaking," he said .briskly. "I"'mat De Kalb's in Connecticut. You know the place? |I'm
|l eaving i mrediately in ny plane. | want you to check ne in as soon as | get there, probably around
three. 1"'mbringing a man naned Cortland with ne, newspaper fellowyou know his work? Good? Now

listen, this is inportant.” Mirray took a deep breath and regarded nme coldly over the tel ephone.
Very distinctly he said into it,

"Cortland is responsible for that series of nurders he reported fromBrazil. I'"mbringing himin
for questioning."

VIl OUT OF CONTRCL

| DODN T like the way he flew his plane. Hs hands kept jiggling with the controls, his feet kept
adjusting and readjusting the tail-flaps so that the ship was in constant, unnecessary side notion
inthe air, Murray was nervous.

| 1 ooked down at the trees, the tilted nountain slopes, the roads shining in the sun, with little
glittering black dots sliding along it that were cars.

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (20 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:21 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt

"You know you can't get away with this, Mirray," | said. It was, | think, alnost the first thing
had said to himsince we took off half an hour ago. After all, there had

been little to say. The situation was out of all our hands, as Murray had neant it to be, fromthe
monment he spoke into the tel ephone.

"I have got away with it, Cortland," he said, not |ooking at rne.

"De Kal b has connections as powerful as yours," |I told him "Besides, | think I can prove |I'm not
responsi ble for those deaths."

"I think you are, Cortland. If there's any truth in what De Kalb was saying, | believe you're a
carrier."

"But you're not doing this because you think I'm guilty. You're doing it to stop De Kalb."
"Certainly." He snapped his lips shut. | shrugged. That, of course, was obvious.

We flew on in silence. Mirray was uneasy, perhaps fromthe experience of the Record. | think now
that he had entirely shut his mind to that. | think he was denying it had ever happened. But his
hands and feet still jittered on the controls until | itched to take the plane away from hi mand
fly it nyself.

It was a nice little ship, a six-passenger job that could have fl own al one, al nost, as any good
pl ane can do in snooth air if the pilot will only let it. | would probably have said just then, if
you'd asked ne, that | was in plenty of trouble. My troubles hadn't started. They were about to.

The first intimation was the sound Murray nade—a sort of deep, startled, incredul ous grunt.
stopped to turn toward him And then—time stopped.

I had a confused awareness that sonething was noving through the ship, sonething dark and
frighteningly swift. But this tinme there was a difference. The thing I had first encountered in a
Rio alley had returned. The first pulse of that nova of blinding brilliance burst outward fromthe
core and center of ny body. But it did not rise to its climactic explosion of pure violence. The
energy suddenly was shut off at the source. The plane was enpty of that nonstrous intruder

Besi de me Murray hunched over the controls, slowy bending forward. | could not see his face. That
instant of relief passed in a flashing tine-beat.

Agai n the pul se throbbed through nme. And again it was

shut off. There was something terribly wong with gravity. The earth stood upright in a blurred
line that bisected the sky and was slowy, slowy toppling over fromleft to right. The wei ght of
Murray's body, slunped heavily forward, was throwi ng the ship out of control

| couldn't nove—not while those erratic junping shocks kept poundi ng at ne.

But | had to nove. | had to get hold of the controls. And then, as | put forth all ny strength,
t he expl osion channeled into nmy brain—different, somehow inconplete. | could feel a swiftly-fading
ebb-tide draining into the enpty void.

Then it was gone altogether

Anot her part of ny mind nust have taken over then. And it nust have been efficient. Myself, |
seened to be floating somewhere in a troubled void with the inmage of Murray's lolling head and
linp arns. Murray—dead. Dead? He nmust be dead. | knew that nekronic shock too well.

In the mndless void where ny awareness floated | knew that | was a bad spot tenporally. Jerry
Cortland was in a bad spot. Murray's headquarters must be expecting himin already with a murder
suspect in tow. | was the nurder suspect and nurder had been done again. And Murray and | had been
alone in nid-air when it happened.

The efficient part of ny mnd knew what to do. | left it at that. | had no recollection whatever
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of fighting the plane out of its power dive or of turning in a long high circle as | got I ost
altitude back. But that mnust have happened. Tinme and distance neant nothing to the half of my mnd
that floated but the other half very efficiently flew the plane.

"All right now?" De Kalb's voice inquired.

| sat up shakily. The roomwas swi nming around ne but it was a famliar room | could see Dr.
Essen bendi ng above a couch and | could see polished boots and a shoul der with something shiny on
it. I must have brought Mirray back. Mirray—dead?

"I't was—+t was the nekron," | said thickly.

"I know, | know," De Kalb said. "You told us. Don't you remenber?"

"I don't renenber anything except Murray."

"l don't think we can save him" De Kalb said in a flat voice.

"Then he's alive?"

"Just. "

We both | ooked automatically toward the couch, where Dr. Essen lifted a worried face

"The adrenalin's hel ping," she said, "But there's no real inprovenment. He'll sink again as soon as
the effect wears off."

"Can't we get himto a hospital ?" | asked.

"l don't think nedical treatnment will help him" De Kalb said. "Dr. Essen has a nedi cal degree
you know. She's al ready done everything the hospitals have tried on the other victins.

"That creature strikes a place that scal pels and oxygen and adrenalin can't reach. | don't know
what or where, but neither do the doctors.” He nmoved his shoulders inpatiently. "This is the first
time the killer hasn't finished its job. You interrupted it, you knowsonehow. Do you know how?"

"It was intermittent," | said hesitantly. "It kept going away and coning back." | explained in as
much detail as | could. It wasn't easy.

"The plane was noving fast, eh?" De Kalb nurnmured. "So. Al ways before the victinms have been
practically inmmbilized. That night explain part of it. If the nekronic creature is vibrating
through time it might need a fixed locus in space. And the plane was nmoving very fast in space.
That coul d explain why the attack was inconpl ete—but conpl ete enough, after all.”

I nodded. "This is going to be pretty hard to explain to Murray's headquarters,” | said.

"There's been one call already," De Kalb told ne. "I didn't say anything. | had to think." He
struck his fist into his palminpatiently and exclained: "I don't understand itl | saw Miurray with
us in that cave! | saw him"

"Has it occurred to you, Ira," Dr. Essen's gentle voice interrupted, "that what you nay have seen
in the time-chamber was Col onel Mirray's dead body, not Col onel Mirray asleep?”

He turned to stare at her
"It seens clear to ne," she went on, "that M. Cortl and

is a sort of catalyst in our affairs. Fromthe nonent he entered themthings have speeded up
rather frighteningly. | suggest it's tinme to nmake a definite forward nove. What do you think
Ira?"

De Kalb frowmed a little. "How s Murray?" he asked.

"He's dying," she said flatly. "I know of only one thing that coul d possi bly postpone his death.”
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"The neo-hypnosis, you nean," De Kalb said. "Well, yes —f it works. W' ve used it on sl eeping
subj ects, of course, but with a man who is as far gone as Murray, | don't know. "
"We can try," Dr. Essen said. "It's a chance. | don't think he'd ever have entered the tine-axis

of his own volition but this way we can take him along. Things are working out, Ira, very
surprisingly."”

"Can we keep himalive until we reach the shaft?" De Kal b asked.
"l think so. | can't prom se but—=

"W can't save him" De Kalb said. "The People of the Face—naybe. And after all, Mirray did go
with us. | saw him M. Cortland do you think that plane would carry the four of us as far as the
Laurenti ans?"

"Cbviously, M. De Kalb," |I said with sonewhat hysterical irony, "obviously, if | guess what you
have in mnd, it did!"

You coul d see the shaft-nmouth froma | ong way up, dark above the paler slide of dug earth, and
shadowed by the thick green of the Canadi an nount ai ns.

It was easier to spot fromthe air than to reach on foot.

We left the plane in a little clearing at the bottomof the slope. It seemed wildly reckl ess, but
what el se could we do? And we carried Miurray's body up the nmountain with us, De Kalb and I, while
Dr. Essen, carrying a square case about two feet through, kept a watchful eye on the unconscious

man. Once she had to adninister adrenalin to Murray.

I still hadn't come to any decision. | could sinply have wal ked away but that woul d have neant
shutting the | ast door of escape behind ne. | told nyself that 1'd think of sone other way before
the final decision had to be made. Meanwhile | went with the others.

"It wouldn't be as though | were running away from pun-

ishment," | told De Kalb wyly as we paused to catch our breath on the lip of the shaft. Tree-tops
swayed and rmurmrmured bel ow us, and“the mountains were warmin the late, slanting sunlight of a
sunmer eveni ng.

"I'f your theories are right | won't be escaping fromanything. The nonment | step into your tine-
trap my alter ego steps out and goes on down the nountain to take his nmedicine. All | can say is
hope he has a fine alibi ready."

"He will have-t/ow will have," De Kalb said. "W'Ill have all tinme at our disposal to think one up
in. Remenber what our real danger is, Cortland—the nekron. An infection of the mind. An infection
of the earth itself and perhaps an infection in our own flesh, yours and m ne

"What it is that | turned | oose on the world when | opened that box | don't yet know but | expect
to know when | go down that nountain again—ten mnutes fromnow, a mllion years fromnow Both."
He shook his head.

"Let's get on with it," he said.

VI 11 FANTASTI C JOURNEY

I DONT think | ever really neant to enbark on that fantastic journey along the time axis.
hel ped carry Col onel Murray's body down the dusty shaft but it was a nightmare | wal ked t hrough
not a real experience. | knew at the bottomof the tunnel 1'd wake up in ny hotel in Rio.

At the foot of the shaft was a holl owed out room Qur flash-beanms nmoved searchingly across the
rough walls. We carried Murray into the cave and laid himdown gently on a spot the scienti st

i ndicated, Dr. Essen imedi ately becane busy with her patient. Presently she | ooked up and nodded
reassuringly.

"There's tinme," she said.
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But De Kalb waved his arm sending light sliding erratically up the rock, and said, "Tinme—there is
time here! This space and this air formone i nmutabl e axis upon which all the past and the future
turn like a wheel."

It was bonbastic but it was inpressive too. Dr. Essen and | were silent, trying to grasp that
i mponder abl e concept, trying perhaps to catch the sound of that vast turning. But De Kal b had
nmoved into action.

"Now, " he said, kneeling beside the black suitcase Dr. Essen had set down. "Now you shall see
Murray is all right for a while? Then— He snapped open the case and laid down its four sides so
that the conpact instrunents within stood up alone, light catching in their steel surfaces.

He squatted down and began to unpack them to set up fromanong part of the shining things a
curious little structure like a tree of glass and blinking lights, fitting tiny jointed rods
together, screwing bulbs like infinitesinml soap-bubbles into invisible sockets.

"Now, Letta," he said presently, squinting up at her in the dusty flash-beans, "your turn."
"Ira— She hesitated, shrugged uneasily. "Very well."
I held the light for them while they worked.

After what seened a long while De Kalb grunted and sat back on his heels. There was a thin, very

hi gh singing noise and the tiny tree began to nove. | let ny flashlight sink upon nmy knee. De Kalb
reached over and switched it off. Dr. Essen's beam blinked out with a soft click. It was dark
except for the slowy quickening spin of the tree, the flicker of its infinitesiml |ights.

Very gradually it seemed to ne that a gray brightness was begi nning to dawn around us, al nost as
if the whirling tree threw off light that was tangi ble and accunulated in the dusty air, hanging
there upon every note of dust, spinning a web that grew and grew.

It was gathering in an egg-shaped oval that nearly filled the chanber.

By the gray lunminous dimess | could see Dr. Essen with her hands on a flat thick sheet of neta
whi ch she held across her knees. There were raised bars of wire across its upper surface and she
seenmed alnost to be playing it |like a musical instrument as her fingers noved over the bars. There
was no sound but the light slowy, very slowy, broadened around us.

"In theory," Dr. Essen said, "this would have worked years ago. But in practice, only this very
speci al type of space

provi des the conditions we need. | published some papers in Forty-one on special atomic structures
and the maintenance of artificial matrix. But the displacenment due to tenporal novenent nade
practical application inpossible. Only at the tinme-axis would that displacenment theory becane

i nvalid.

"I amcreating a rigid franework of matter now Call it a matrix, except that the vibratory period
is automatically adaptive, so that it's self-perpetuating and can't be harnmed. Really, the
practical application would be sonmething Iike this—+f you were driving a car and saw anot her car -
about to collide with you, your own vehicle could automatically adjust its structure and becone

i ntangi bl e. So—

"It isn't necessary for M. Cortland to understand this,” De Kalb said, his voice suddenly al npst
gay. "Eager seeker after truth though he nmay be. There is still rmuch | don't understand. W go
into terra incognita—but | think we will cone to the Face in the end.

"Sonmehow, agai nst apparent |ogic, we have managed to follow the rules of the gane. Somehow events
have arranged thensel ves—+n an unlikely fashion—so that all four of us are entering the tinme axis
where all four of us lie asleep—+ntangible, inpal pable and invisible except under ultraviolet.

"Murray may die. But since the nekronic creature attacked through tine, as | believe, then perhaps
synpat hetic nmedicine nmay cure the Col onel. Sone poisons kill but cure in |arger doses. | don't
know. Perhaps the |long catal epsy outside tine will enable Miurray's wound to heal —wherever it is. |
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suspect that the people of the Face may have foreseen all this. Are you getting drowsy, M.
Cortl and?"

I was. The softly whirling tree, the sweet, thin, nonotonous sound of its turning were very
ef fective hypnotics though | hadn't realized it fully till now | nmde a sudden convul sive effort
torise. On the very verge of the plunge | realized that my decision had been nade for ne.

| felt my nerve going. | didn't want to enbark on this crazy endeavor at all. A suicide nust know
this last instant of violent revul sion the nonent after he has pulled the trigger or swallowed the
poi son. | put out every ounce of

energy | had—and noved with infinite sluggi shness, perhaps a quarter of an inch fromwhere | sat.
De Kal b's voice said, "No, no. The matrix has formed." My head was ringing.

The gray light was like a web that sealed ny eyes. Through it, dimy, renotedly, far off in space
and time, | thought | could see notion stirring that was not our notion —and perhaps was—

And perhaps was ourselves, at the other end of the closing tenmporal circle, rising fromsleep
after adventures a nmillion years in the future, a mllion years in the past. But that notion was
wholly theirs. | could not stir.

Sealed in sleep, sealed intine, | felt my consciousness sinking down |like a candleflane, like a
si nking fountain, down and down to the |evels bel ow awar eness.

The next thing | saw, | told myself out of that infinite drowsiness, would be the Face of Ea
| ooki ng out over the red twilight of the world's end. And then the flame went out, the fountain
sank back upon the dark wellspring of its origin far below the surfaces of the mnd

"And now we wait," De Kalb's voice said, ghostly, infinities away. "Now we wait—a nillion years."

I X
STRANGE AVAKENI NG

THERE was a rhythm c ebb and fl ow of waves on sonme murmurous shore. It rust, | thought, be part of
my dream

Dr eanf?

I couldn't.renmenber. The nurnmur was a voice, but the things it said seened to slip by over the
surface of nmy mind wthout waking any ripples of conprehension. Sight? | could see nothing. There
was novenment sonewhere, but neani ngl ess novenent. Feeling? Perhaps a mild warnth, no nore. Only
the voice, very |lowdnless, after all, it were sonme nusical instrunment.

But it spoke in English.

Had | been capabl e of surprise that should have surprised ne. But | was not. | was utterly
passive. | let sensations conme and go in the darkness that |ay just beyond ne, on the other side
of that wall of the silenced senses. Wat world? What tinme? What people? It didn't matter yet.

"—of waiting here so long," the voice said on a mnor chord of sadness so intensely sweet that ny
throat seened to tighten in response. Then it changed. It pleased—and | knew even in ny stupor
that no one of flesh and bl ood coul d possi bly deny whatever that strange sweet voice denanded. "So
| may go now, Lord? Oh, please, please let.me go!" The English was curious, at once archaic and
evol ved. "An hour's refreshment in the Swan Garden," the plaintive voice urged, "and | shan't
droop so." Then a sigh, musical with a deliberate lilt.

"My hair—+ook at it, Lord | The sparkles all gone, all gone. Poor sparkles! But only an hour in
the Swan Gardens and 111 serve you again. May | go, Lord? May | go?"

No one could have denied her. | lay there enthralled by the sheer nusic of that voice. It was |ike
the shock of icy water in the face to hear a nman's brisk voice reply.
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"Save your tongue, save your tongue. And don't flatter me with the name of Lord. This is
busi ness. "

"But so many hours already—211 die, | knowl'Ill die! You can't be so cruel—and I'll call you Lord
anyhow. Wy not? You are ny Lord now, since you have the power to let ne live or— Heart-rending
sorrow breathed in the sigh she gave.

"My poor hair," she said. "The stars are quite gone out of it now OCh, how hideous | aml The sight
of me when he wakes will be too dreadful, Lord! Let me take one little hour in the Swan Garden

and— "Be quiet. | want to think."

There was silence for a noment or two. Then the sweet voice nmurnured sonething in a totally

unfam liar | anguage, sullenly. The nman said, "Tou know the rules, don't you?" “es, Lord. |'m
sorry."

"No nore inpudence, then. | know i npudence, even when | can't understand it. Pay attention to ne
now. I'mgoing to put an end to this session. Wen this man wakes bring him"

"To the Swan Garden? Ch, Lord Paynter, now? | will |ove you forever!"

"It isn't necessary," the crisp voice said, "Just bring himto the right station. The City's the
nearest connection since this is confidential so far. Do you understand?"

"The City? Walk through the City? IIl die before |I've gone a dozen steps. My poor slippers—eh,
Lord Paynter, why not direct transm ssion?"

"You'll have new slippers if you need them | don't want to remnd you again all this is secret
wor k. We don't want anybody tuning in accidentally on our wave-length. The transnmitter in the Cty
has the right wave-band, so you can bring him=

His voice trailed off. The girl's tones interrupted, dying away in the distance in a faint,
infinitely pitiable murnuring quaver. There was a pause, then the sound of |ight feet returning on
sone hard surface and a rush of |aughter like a spurt of bright fountaining water

"dd fool," she said, and | aughed again. "If you think | care— The words changed and were again
i nconprehensi bl e, in sone | anguage | had never heard even approxi mated before.

Then novenent cane, and |ight—a brief, racking vertigo wenched ny brain around,

| opened ny eyes and | ooked up into the face of the girl, and logic was perfectly useless after
that. Later | understood why, knew what she was and why nen's hearts noved at the sight and sound
of her. But then it was enough to see that flaw ess face, the lovely curve of her lips, the eyes
that shifted fromone hue to another, the hyacinth hair where the |last stars pul sed and died.

She was bending over ne, the tips of her scented ringlets brushing nmy shoul der. Her voice was

i nhumanly sweet, and so soft with warnth and reassurance that all my bew | dernent nmelted away. It
didn't natter where | was or what had happened, so long as that |lovely voice and that |ovely face
wer e near—whi ch was exactly the effect she had neant to nake and exactly the reason why she was
there. | knew her face.

At that nonent | was not even trying to reason things out. My tongue felt thick and ny m nd was
lightly furred

all over with the effects of-what? Sl eep? Some drug they night have given me while | lay there
hel pl ess? | didn't know. | accepted all t]|jat was happening with a m ndl ess acqui escence. Later |
woul d wonder. Now | only stared up at the lovely, famliar face and listened to the |ovely,
famliar face and listened to the lovely, renptely faniliar voice

"You're all right now," she was murnuring, her changing eyes on mne. "Quite all right. Don't be
worried. Do you feel strong enough yet to sit up? | have sonething | want you to see."

I got an el bow under nme and | evered nyself slowy up, the girl helping. | |ooked around.

I was dressed in unfamliar dark garnents and | was sitting on a | ow couch apparently conposed of
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a solid block of sone hard yet resilient substance. We were alone together in a snmallish room
whose wal | s | ooked like the couch, hard yet faintly translucent, just a little yielding to the
touch. Everything had the sane color, a soft graylike m st or—+ thought dinly—sleep itself, the
col or of sl eep.

The girl was the col or of —sunlight, perhaps. Her snooth skin had an apricot gl ow and her gown was
of thin, thin silky stuff, pale yellow, like layers of veiling that floated when she noved. There
were still a few fading sparkles in her curls. Her eyes just now were a clear bright blue'that
darkened as | net themto sonmething close to violet.

"Look," she said. "Over there, behind you, on the wall."

| turned on the couch and | ooked. The far wall had a circular opening in it. Beyond the opening |
coul d see rough rock walls, a grayish glow of light, four figures |lying notionless on the dusty
floor. For a nonent it neant nothing to me. My mind was still dimwth sleep. Then—

"The cave!" | said suddenly. And of course, it was. That little glittering tree which was the |ast
thing I had seen before sleep overtook nme stood there, notionless now. Beside it |ay De Kalb.

Dr. Essen slunbered beyond him the flat netal sheet with the bars of wire still |eaning against
her knee. She lay on her side, the tired, gentle face half hidden by her bent arm the gray curls
on the dusty floor. There was a rather

unexpect ed graceful ness to her angul ar body as she lay there, utterly relaxed in a sleep that was
al ready—how many thousands of years |ong?

My eyes lingered for an instant on her face, noved on to Miurray's notionless body, noved back
again to search the wonman's hal f-hidden features for a disturbing sonething | could not quite
identify. It was—t was—

The figure beyond Murray's caught ny attention suddenly and for an instant my m nd went blank with
amazenent. The puzzle of Dr. Essen's face vanished in this larger surprise, the incredible
identity of that fourth person asleep in the dusty cave. | gaped, speechl ess and w thout thought.

Up to that instant | suppose | had been assunming sinply that all of us were being awakened, slowy
and with difficulty, and that | had awakened first. But the fourth person asleep on the cavern
floor was Jereny Cortland. Jerry Cort-I|and—e.

| got to my feet unsteadily, finding after a monent or two that | was in fairly good control of
all ny faculties. The girl twittered in concern

“I'mall right," | said. "But I'mstill there!"

Then | paused. "That neans the others nmay have wakened too. De Kal b—bBr. Essen—have they—=2?"

She hesitated. "Only you are awake," she said at |ast.

I wal ked on slightly uncertain feet across the floor and peered into the cave. There was no cave.

I knew it when | was close to the wall. | could see the light reflected slightly on the texture of
the surface. The cave was only another reflection, television perhaps, or sonething nore obscure,
but with startlingly convincing depth and clarity.

And if that scene was separated fromnme in space it mght be distant in tine as well <+ mght be
seeing a pio ture of sonething hours or weeks old. It was an unpl easant nonent, that. So |ong as
t hought nyself near to that last familiar link with my own world | had maintained a certain
confidence that broke abruptly now | |ooked around a little wildly at the girl.

"I"'mnot in that cave nowthey're not there now either, are they? This was just a picture that was
taken before

any of us woke. Did you wake first, then?" It was no good. | knew that. | rubbed ny hand across ny
face and said, "Sorry. Wat did happen?"
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X
MUSEUM

SHE smi | ed dazzlingly. And for one flash of an instant | knew who she was. | knew why ny eyes had
been drawn back in puzzled surprise to Letta Essen lying with curious unexpected grace on the
cavern floor.

I met this girl's shining gaze and for that one instant knew | was | ooking straight into the keen
gray eyes of Letta Essen.

The nmonent of certainty passed in a flash. The girl's eyes shifted fromgray to | um nous blue, the
Il ong lashes fell and the unnistakable identity of a woman | knew vani shed. But the |ikeness
remai ned. The familiarity remained. This girl was Letta Essen

My mind, groping for sinmiles, seized at first on the theory that in sone fantastic way Dr. Essen
hersel f stood here before me masked by sone science of beauty beyond the sciences | knew, in a
shell of youth and | oveliness through which only her keen gaze showed.

It was all a trick, | thought—this is Letta Essen who did wake before ne, sonehow | eavi ng her
simulacrumthere in the cave, as | had. This is Letta Essen in sone amazingly lovely disguise for
pur poses of her own and she'll speak in a nonent and confess-But it couldn't have been a disgui se.

This soft young | oveliness was no nask. It was the girl herself. And her features were the
features Letta Essen might have had twenty years ago if she had lived a wholly different life, a
life as dedicated to beauty as Dr. Essen's had been to science

Then | caught a bew |l dering gray flash again and | knew it was Letta Essen—o di sgui se, no
variation on the features such as kinship or renote descent mght account for. The mind is
i ndi vi dual and uni que. There are no duplications of

the personality. | knew | was |looking into the eyes of Letta Essen herself, no matter how
i mpossible it seened.

"Dr- Essen?" | said softly. "Dr. Essen?"

She | aughed. "You're still dreaming," she said. "Do you feel better now? Lord Paynter—the old
fool 4+s waiting for us. W should hurry."

I only gaped at her. What could | say? If she wasn't ready to explain how could | force her to
speak? And yet | knew.

"I"mhere to wel comre you, of course,” she said lightly, speaking exactly as if | were sone

stranger to whom she nust be polite, but who was of no real interest to her. "I was trained for
work like this—+o nmake people feel at ease. Al this is a great nystery but—well, Lord Paynter
will have to explain. I"'monly an entertainer. But a very good one. Ch, very good.

"Lord Paynter sent for ne when he knew you woul d awaken. He thought his own ugly face m ght put
you into such a nood you' d never answer any questions." She giggled. "At |east, | hope he thought
so." She paused, regarding me with exactly the cool keen speculative stare | had so often net when
the wonan before ne was Letta Essen. Then she shrugged.

"He'll tell you as nuch as you ought to know, | suppose. It's all nmuch too nystifying for nme." Her
gl ance shifted to the cavern where the sleepers lay notionless and | thought there was
bewi | dernent in her eyes as she | ooked uneasily fromface to sleeping face. Again she shrugged.

"Well, we should go. If we're late Lord Paynter will have nme beaten." She seened very unconcerned
about the prospect. "And please don't ask questions," she added, "for I'mnot allowed to answer.
Even if | knew the answers. Even if | cared."

I was watching her with such urgent attention that ny eyes ached with the effort of trying to, be
nore than eyes, trying to pierce through her unconcern and see into the depths of the m nd which |
was certain was Letta Essen's. She sniled carelessly at me and turned away.

"Cone al ong," she said.
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There was nothing for me to do but obey. Clearly | was expected to play the sane gane her actions
i ndicated. Wth
some irony | said, "You can tell nme your nane, can't you?"

"I am Topaz—this week," she said. "Next week, perhaps—sonething else. But you may think of ne
until then as Topaz." *

"Thanks," | said dryly. "And what year are you Topaz in? Wat country? Where am |, anyhow?"
"The Lord Paynter will tell you that. | don't care to be beaten.”
"But you speak English. | can't be very far from hone."

"Ch, everyone who matters knows English. It's the court |anguage of the Mdther Planet, you see.
The whol e « gal axy operates on an English basic. There has to be some conmon | anguage. |—-eh dear
I will be beatenl Conme al ong."

She turned away, tugging nme by the arm There was a button on the opposite wall and the way she
wal ked beside ne toward it, the way she reached to touch the button, followed so definite a
pattern of graceful notion that it seened |ike dancing.

In the wall a shutter wi dened. Topaz turned. "This is the City," she told ne.

| had seen the beginnings of such places in ny own tine. In the second | evel under Chicago, by the
canal —at Hoover Damn the great bridges and the subways of Manhattan. Those had been the

rudi ments, ugly, crude, harsh. This was a city of machines, a city of metal with blood of

i nvi si bl e energy.

Ugly? No. But frightening—yes.

Topaz |led ne across a strip of pavenent to a cushioned car like a big cup and we sat down in it
and the car started, whether or not on wheels | can't say. It noved in three dimensions, rising
sharply in the air sometines to avoid collisions, to thread its intricate pattern through that
singing city.

The sound was, perhaps, the strangest part. | kept watching and |istening with the automatic
attention of the reporter, senselessly making nmental notes for articles | would never wite. A
single note humed through the city, clear and loud as a trumpet, sliding up and down the scale.
Not music, for there was no pattern, but nuch like a clarinet, varied every changi ng second.

| asked Topaz about it. She gave ne a glance from Letta

Essen's eyes and said, "Ch, that's to nake the noi se bearable. You can't get rid of the noise, you
know, w thout sacrificing the effect but you can transformit into harnoni ous sound that does
convey the proper things. There's—what do you call it—frequency nodulation. | think that's it.

"All the noises of the City every second add up to one key vibration, a non-harnonic, and that's
simply augnented by a nmachine so the audible result isn't so unpleasant. The only alternative
woul d be to blanket it conpletely and that woul d nean sacrificing a good part of the total effect,
you know. "

"I don't know," | said. "What do you nean, effect?"
She turned in the car to | ook at ne. Suddenly she dinpl ed.
"No, | see you don't understand. Well, | won't explain. I'lIl save it for a surprise." ,

I didn't argue with her. | was too busy staring around nme at the City. | can't describe it. |
won't try and | don't need to. You've read about such places, maybe pictured themfor yourself.
Precision, perfect functionalism all one mghty nmachi ne made up of machi nes.

There were no humans, no life, except for us under the dome of steel sky. The light was gray,
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clear, oddly conpact, and through that steel-colored air the city trunpeted its wailing cry of a
world that was not nmy world, a tinme that was yet to cone.

Wiere was the red twilight of the world's end? Where was the Face of Ea, fromwhich the call for
hel p had cone.

O did that world |ie somewhere just outside the city? Sonething had gone strangely wong in the
time-axi s—that nuch was certain. If |I let nmyself think about it |1'd probably start gibbering.
Thi ngs had been taken out of my control and all | could do was ride al ong.

We drew up before a towering steel and plastic building. Topaz junped briskly out of the car, took
ny hand confidently and led me into the | ow door before us. W had stepped straight into an

el evator apparently, for a panel sighed shut behind us and | felt the faniliar pressure underf oot
and the displaced air that means a rapid rising up a shaft.

The panel opened. W stepped out into a small roomsinilar to the one in which I had awakened.

"Now, " Topaz saijl with relief. "We're here'. You were very good and didn't ask too many

questions, so before we go I'll show you sonething."

She touched another button in the wall, and a plate of netal slid downward out of sight. There was
thick glass behind it. Topaz fingered the button again and the glass slid down in turn. A gust of
sweet-snelling air blew in upon us. | caught nmy breath and | eaned forward to stare.

We were very high up in the city but we were | ooking out over a blossom ng countryside, bright in
the season of late spring. | saw nmeadows deep in grass and yellow flowers, far below Streans

wi nked in the bright, clear sunlight, here and there fruit-trees were in blossom Bird-song rose
and fell in the sunshine.

"This of course," Topaz said, "is the world we live in. There's only one nuseum"

"Museun?" | echoed al nost absently, "Wat nuseun?"

"The City. There's only one. Al machines and robots. Isn't it horrible? They built |ike that, you
know, back in barbarous tinmes. W keep it in operation to show what it was |like. That's why they
can't bl anket the noises altogether-it would spoil the effect. But no one lives here. Only
students conme sonetinmes. Qur world is out there."

"But where do people live?" | asked. "Not in—well, villages, comunities?"

"Ch no. Not any nmore. Not since the dark ages. W have transm ssion now, you see, so we don't need
to live huddl ed up together."

"Transm ssi on?"

"This is a transmtter.'
recei ver."

She waved at the room behind us. "That other place, where you woke, was a

"Receiver of what? Transmitter of what?" | felt like Alice talking to the Caterpillar,

"Of matter, naturally. Mich easier than wal king." She pressed the stud again and the glass and
metal slid up to shut out that glow ng springtime world. "Now," she said, "We'Ill go—wherever it is
we're going. | don't know. Lord Paynter—

"l know—the old fool."

Topaz giggled. "Lord Paynter's orders are already on record. In a nmonent we'll see." She
didjionmething with the buttons on the wall. "Here we go," she said.

Vertigo spun through my m nd. The wailing of that ancient, wonderful, nonstrous Cty died away.
Xl TH RTY SECOND | NTERLUDE

ITWAS a little like going dowmn fast in an elevator. | didn't |ose consciousness but the physical
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sensations of transmi ssion were so bew ldering and so disorienting that | might as well have been
unconsci ous for all the details |I could give—then or |ater—about what happens between transmitter
and receiver. Al | knowis that for a while the walls shimered around nme and gravity seened to
|l et go abruptly inside ny body, so that | was briefly very dizzy.

Then, without any perceptible spatial change at all, the walls suddenly steadi ed and were not
transl ucent pale gray any nore, but hard dull steel, with the rivets showi ng where pl ates
over | apped and here and there a streak of rust. | was in a sonmewhat smaller roomthan before. And
| was al one.

"Topaz?" | said tentatively, |ooking around for her. "Topaz?" And then, nore loudly, "Dr.

Essen—where are you?"
No answer, except for the echo of ny voice fromthose dull rusty walls.

This time it was harder to take, | don't know why. Maybe things |ike that are cunulative. It was
the second tinme |I'd taken a junmp into the unknown, piloted by sonebody who was supposed to know
the angl es, and come out at the far end alone and in the wong pl ace.

| looked at the walls and fought down sheer panic at the possibility that this time | had really
gone astray in the time-di mensi on and wakened here in the same roomfromwhich |'d set out in the
City museum a room now so aged that the wall surfaces had worn away and the exposed steel
corroded and only | rerained alive and inprisoned in a dead worl d.

It was a bad nonent.

I had to do sonething to disprove the idea. Obviously the one possible action was to get out of

there. | took a long step toward the nearest wal |l —

And found mnysel f staggering. Gravity had gone wong again. | weighed too much. My knees were
trying to buckle, as if the one step had put nearly double nmy weight upon them | braced ny | egs
and nade it to the wall in w de, plodding steps, conpensating in every nuscle for that

extraordi nary downward pull

The nonent my hand touched the wall there was a noise of badly oiled hinges and a door slid back
in the steel

Now |l et ne get this straight.

Everyt hi ng that happened happened extrenely fast. It was only later that | realized it, because |
had no sense of being hurried. But in the next thirty seconds the nost inportant thing that was to
occur in that world, so far as | was concerned, took place with great speed and precision

Through the opening cane a cool dusty light and the sound of buzzing, soft and insistent. |
guessed at anything and everyt hing.

| stood on the threshold of an enornmous room It was braced, trenendously braced, with rusted and
pitted girders so heavy they made nme think of Karnak and the trenendous architecture of the
Egyptians. In an intricate series of webs and nmeshes netal girders ran through the great room
catwal ks, but perhaps not for human beings, since sonme were |evel while others tilted dizzily and
on a few one woul d haye had to wal k upsi de-down. | noticed, though, that while nost of the
catwal ks were rusted those on which a man could wal k wi thout slipping off were scuffed shiny.

There was a series of broad high wi ndows all around the room Through them| could see a city.

Topaz had said there were no cities in her civilization except for the Museum Wl |, perhaps there
weren't. Perhaps | had plunged unknowi ngly into tine again, and | ooked upon a city |ike that
Museum no | onger preserved in dead perfection. This city was living and very ol d. An obsolete
nmetropol is, perhaps a nekropolis in the sense De Kalb had used

the term Everywhere was decay, rust, broken buildings, dimlights.

The sky was black. But it was day outside, a strange, pallid day lit by bands of thin light that
lay like a boreah's across the dark heavens. Far off, bright but not blinding, a double sun turned
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in the bl ackness.

But there were people on the streets. My confidence cane back a little at the sight of them unti
| realized that sonething curious was taking place all through the city as | watched a strange,
phantomlike flitting of figures—aen flashing into sight and out again |ike apparitions in fol k-
lore. | stared, bewi ldered, for an instant, before | realized the answer.

Perhaps in a city of the future like this one |I had expected vehicles or noving ways of endl ess
belts. Now | saw that at intervals along the street were discs of dull netal set in the pavenent.
A man woul d step on one—and vani sh. Anot her nman woul d suddenly appear on another, step off and
hurry toward a third disc.

It was matter-transm ssion, applied to the thoroughly practical use of quick transportation

| saw other things in that one quick | ook about the city. | won't detail them The fact of the
city itself is all that was inportant about that phase of nmy thirty seconds' experience there.

There were two other inmportant things. One was the activity going on in the enornous roomitself.
And the third was waiting alnost at ny elbow. But I'mtaking these in the reverse order of their
ur gency.

Sonet hi ng was happening on the far side of the room It wasn't easy to see, because of the
di stance and because a nunber of men in dark close-fitting garnents clustered around it. | thought
it mght be an autopsy.

There was a table as high as an operating table and a man or a body lay stretched out on it Above
the table hung a web of thin, shining, tenuous matter that mnight have been lights or wires. It
made ne think, for no clear reason, of a conplex chart of the neural system

At the | ower edge the bright |ines appeared to connect with the object on the table. At the top
they vani shed into a maze of ceiling connections |I couldn't follow Some of

the wires, or lights, were brilliantly colored, others were silvery. Light and color flowed al ong
them coal esced at intersections, glowed dazzlingly and fl owed on al ong di verse channel s downwar d.

That was the thing of secondary inportance which | saw there. The thing of primary inportance
stood about six feet away fromne, waiting.

Now this is the difficult part. | must get it as clear as | can

A tall man stood facing nme. He had been standing there when the door opened. Cbviously he expected
me. He wore tight-fitting dark clothes Iike the others. He was well-made, even handsone, with the
enotionless face of a Greek statue or a Buddha.

He was Ira De Kalb.

I had a nonent of horrible internal vertigo, as if the bottom had dropped wholly out of my reason
It couldn't be happening. For this was De Kalb and it wasn't, exactly as Topaz had been Dr.
Essen—and not Dr. Essen. In this case, at any rate, there was alnost no physical difference. This
man before me was the man | had | ast seen asleep in the cavern of the tine-axis, no younger, no
ol der, not changed at all except for one small thing.

The Ira De Kalb | had known possessed strange veiled eyes, filned like a bird's, grayed with |ight
bl ue dullness. But this De Kalb, who regarded ne w th unrecogni zing col dness, as if he had never
seen nme before in his life, |ooked out of curiously changed eyes.

H s eyes were nade of netal.

It was living netal, |ike burnished steel with depth behind it, yet not real steel-sone alloy
unknown to me, sone bright unstable thing like quicksilver. | could see ny own face reflected in
the eyes, very small and vivid, and as ny reflection noved, the eyes noved too.

I took a deep breath and opened ny mouth to speak his name.
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But |I did not make a sound. There wasn't tine. He had been standing there with an inmobility that
was not human. An image of metal would stand like that, not seeming to breathe, no tiniest random
motion stirring it. And | had an

instant's uncanny recollection that the De Kalb | knew had noved with curious clunsiness, |ike an
aut onat on.

Then the netal eyes noved.
No, | noved.

It was a fall, in a way. But no fall | could accurately describe. It was notion of abnormal notor
i mpul ses, fantastic sinply because they were w thout precedent. One wal ks, actually, in a
succession of forward-falling novenents, the | egs automatically swinging forward to save one from
col l apse toward the center of gravity.

This was reaction to a sort of warped gravitational pull that drew ne toward De Kalb. It was the
opposite of paralysis—a new gravitation had appeared and | was falling toward it. It was |ike
rushi ng down a steep slope, unable to halt oneself.

H s strange, snooth face was expressionless but the netal eyes noved, watching nme, reflecting ny
twin inmages that grew larger and larger as | fell upon himdown a vertigi nous abyss. The eyes cane
toward me with an effect of terrible hypnosis, probing into m ne, stabbing through the reflection
of my own face, ny own eyes, and pinning the brain in ny skull—probing into ny mnd and the little
chanber behind the mind, where the ego |ives.

Then he was | ooki ng out—through ny own eyesl Deep in nmy brain the netal gaze crouched, | ooking
wat chful |y outward, seeing what | saw.

A telepathic rapport? | couldn't explainit. Al | knew was the fact. De Kalb was a spy in ny
brain now.

| turned around. | went back toward the door into the transnission room | closed the door. | was
al one there. But the netal eyes |ooked at the roomas | |looked at it. | had no control over ny
nmotions while I saw my own hand rise and finger the wall. But when the room began to shi mer and
the disorientation of matter-transm ssion shivered through nmy body | knew | had ny nuscles and ny
will back again. | was free to nove as | liked. | was free to think and speak-But not about what
had just happened. It may have been sonething |ike post-hypnotic conmmand, to give it a | abel
That's easy for me. Renenber, |'d | ooked into De Kalb's quicksilver eyes.

Al'l this happened in sonething under thirty seconds. |'ve given you, of course, conclusions and
afterthoughts that came to me much latej, when | had tine to think over what |1'd seen and
correlate it. But | woke in the rusted room | |ooked out into a city on a planet outside our
solar system | saw sonmething |like an autopsy in a vast |aboratory braced as if to wthstand
unearthly pressures, | nmet the gaze of Ira De Kalb and then the tiling had happened between
us—happened. And | returned to the transmtter

The room vi brated and vani shed.
X'l THE SWAN GARDEN
TOPAZ squeal ed with sheer delight.

"Cone on out!" she cried. "It's the Swan Garden! What are you waiting for anyhow? |'l| take back
all | ever said about Lord Paynter. Ch, do look, isn't it wonderful here?"

Silently | stepped after her through the door

So little actual tinme had el apsed that | don't think she really m ssed ne. Sonething had reached
out through the matter-transmtter and intercepted one of us and | et the other go on. But Topaz
must have rushed out of the door the nonment it opened and been too overcone with pleasure at
finding herself just here to realize | was |aggi ng behind.

And | —had | really been for a round-trip through a galaxy? Had | dreaned it? Was this whole

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (33 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:21 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt

interlude a dreamwhile ny own body slept in the tine-axis, waiting for the world's end? In
preparation for that sleep | had begun to learn howto ignore tinme as a factor in our plans.

In this world, waking or sleeping, evidently |I nust learn to ignore space. Distance nmeant nothing
here with the matter-transmitters functioning as they did. You could Iive on Centaurus and get
your breakfast rolls fresh froma bakery in Chicago.

You could drop in on a friend on Sirius to borrow a book, sinply because it m ght be easier than
to wal k around the corner for one. And in the annihilation of space, tine too

seenmed to undergo a certain anni hilation. Just as, in ignoring tine, you could as a corollary
overstep space

| had overstepped reason too. | had cone into a world where nothing made sense to ne, where the
peopl e who had been ny conpani ons noved behi nd masks, stirred by notives that were gibberish.
had overstepped both space and tine just now, and so conpactly that the girl who called herself
Topaz never nissed ne.

I was still too dazed to argue. | could control my own notions again but nmy nmind had suffered too
much bewi | dernent to function very well. | followed Topaz dunbly, staring about ne at the

remar kabl e | andscape of the Swan Garden—knowi ng in sone indescribable way that inside nmy m nd
other eyes stared too, inpassive netal eyes that watched nmy thoughts as they watched the things
around ne.

Topaz spun around twi ce in sheer delight, her sun-colored veils flying. Then she ran her hands
through her hair, dislodging a |ast sparkle or two, and, smling at ne over her shoul der, beckoned
and hurried ahead t hrough what seened to be a wall of white | ace.

A gentle breeze stirred it, shivering the folds together and | saw that we were foll owi ng a narrow
path through a grove of head-high growths like palnetto, except that the | eaves and flowers were
white, and shaped |i ke enornous snow fl akes, each a perfect crystalline pattern and every one
different fromevery other.

Topaz ran her hands lovingly through the flowers as we went down the path. Underfoot the ground
had the | ook and feel of soft down. After a nonent we entered a cleared space with what seened at
first glance a stream of water tracing an arabesque path anong huge, hunped boul ders. The breeze
freshened, the lacy curtains shimered and thinned before it and | saw a gossaner vista beyond of
unreal gardens where fantastic beauties lay in wait.

"Sit down," Topaz said. "I don't know why Lord Payn-ter sent us here but | suppose he'll join us
when he's ready. Isn't it lovely? Now 1 can have ny hair starred again. Ch, do sit down! Right
there, on that—=

"That rock?" | asked.
"No, that chair. Look." She sank lightly on one of the

boul ders and it curved and noul ded itself beneath her to a couch the shape of her body, fitting
every bend of her linbs perfectly. It | ooked very confortable.

I grinned at her* and sat down nyself, feeling thick, re-silent softness yielding as | sank
Deliberately | turned off my mind. Events wholly beyond my control had catapaulted ne into this
worl d and this conplex situation

The only way | could keep sane was to ride along without a struggle until the tine for action
cane. | thought 1'd know it when it did. There was no use asking questions of this |ovely
deliberately feather-brained little creature beside nme. Perhaps, when Paynter came—

"Have sone fruit," Topaz invited, gesturing at the streamfl owi ng past.

I looked again. It wasn't a stream Call it a tube, of flowing crystal, hangi ng unsupported in the
air about three feet off the ground. It canme out of the downy earth at the edge of the trees,
twisted intricately around the boul ders and dived into the ground again farther on. From where
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sat | could touch one arch of it w thout stretching.

Drifting past ny hand cane a gl obe, large as an orange, of a pale green translucence. Topaz put
out her hand, waited for it to drift nearer, plucked it out of the stream She gave it-to ne, coo
and dripping fromits bath.

"Eat it if you like," she said. "Choose what you will. |I'mgoing away for awhile. Ch, |'ve been so
good to you! Hours and hours | sat waiting for themto wake you up and ny hair grew all dull and

horrible." She shook her curls and her face brightened.

"I'"ll show you," she prom sed. "Il|l use the star-powder all over. It takes sone planning, though
The stars in nmy hair will have to be a different color and nmy face—a hal f-mask, do you think? A
dark mask, set off by the stars? Or jet stars along ny arns, |ike gloves."

Sonewhere anong the trees in the direction fromwhich we had just cone a gong sounded one cl ear
note. Topaz | ooked up. "Ch," she said. "Lord Paynter."

| felt in the center of ny mind a sudden qui ckening of interest. The spy who had usurped ny senses
was preparing for action. But—what action?

I bit into the pale green fruit Topaz had handed ne.

It wasn't yet ny problem If anything, it was De Kalb's. 1'd have to know nore before |I could do a
thing. | sank ny teeth into crisp noist sweetness that tingled on the tongue |ike something nildly
al coholic. It was delicious.

"Lord Paynter—wel cone to the Swan Garden!" Topaz rose from her rock and swept an el aborate and
probably ironic curtsey, her bright veils billowing. "H deous as | am" she added, "and it's al

your fault, | nmake you wel cone. |—=

"Be quiet, Topaz," a famliar voice said.

| got to ny feet and turned to face himas he cane out from anong the crystal -shaped fl owers that
hid the path. It was the voice | had heard in ny di mawakeni ng nonents here. But seened to ne now
even nore famliar than that. Athin cold flat voice, alittle too high. Ch yes, | had heard it
bef ore—perhaps a thousand years before.

He was a tall nman, big, thick, heavy, with a fine nmlitary bearing. He had a down-droopi ng nouth
between the flat slabs of his cheeks, very sharp pale blue eyes—Mirray's eyes, Mirray's face,
Murray's voice. It was Colonel* Harrison Mirray.

It wasn't surprising, of course, So far as | knew, there m ght be other people in this world and
there m ght not be. Maybe it was sinply a dream peopled by the three who still lay asleep beside
me in the tinme-axis, dreanming as | dreaned. Only, they didn't suspect, apparently. They thought
all this was real. Only 1 knew that the whole thing mght explode |ike a bubble at any nonent.

Murray, if this were not a dream had been healed in the long bath of tine, for he | ooked
perfectly restored now That injury to the hidden place of the nind or the soul or the body, where
t he nekronic being struck, was sonmething that could mend, then, with tine. Wth tinme-Wre we in
the world of the Face? Had we wakened? Did we still sleep? How could I possibly find nyself now in
a world where Dr. Essen noved behind a nask of beauty by the nanme of Topaz and Murray, unchanged
in any particular, called hinself Paynter with a perfectly straight face, and De Kal b- De Kal b-what
about De Kal b?

I do not know.
Bl ankly | | ooked around. No one had spoken. But the voice was in ny brain. De Kalb? It cane again.
I do not know but | intend to learn. Be quiet and we will |earn together

Paynt er strode brkkly forward, his boots ringing on the downy earth. He wore what m ght have been
a uniform tight-fitting, dun-colored. He gave ne a keen, conpetent glance in which no recognition
stirred, then nodded.
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"Good day. Hope you're feeling better. Al right, men, bring the boxes over here."

He stood aside and two men in uniformlugged forward a gray box the size of a small table. It had
metal .banding around it and a series of sockets along the top. They set a second and snall er box
beside it and stood waiting.

I found nyself staring at themwith far nore interest than | felt in the boxes. Here were the
first people | had seen closely, at first hand, who didn't belong in the dream Their presence
shook me a little. Perhaps it wasn't a dreamthen. Perhaps there really was a tangible world
around us, outside this garden. Perhaps | had really awakened out of the tinme-axis.

| turned to | ook at Murray—at Paynter—who still regarded nme keenly as he sat down on one of the
rubber-foamrocks. .1 sat down again too, watching himw th new patience now. | could afford to
wait. After a nonment he spoke.

"Topaz showed you the cave where we found you?"
| nodded.

"Ch yes, | did everything you ordered, Lord Paynter,'
not hi ng—

Topaz contributed. "I pretended that

"Be quiet, Topaz," Paynter said with some irritation. And then to ne, "Wat's your nanme?"

"Cortland," | said, and added ironically, "Lord Paynter."

"Job Paynter," he corrected me calmy. "Topaz calls everybody Lord—when she wants sonething. Call
me Paynter. It isn't customary to use courtesy titles here.”

"Ch, but it is," Topaz said. She was kneeling by the streamand flicking bits of spray out of it.
"M ster and Mstress and Lord and—

"Topaz, stop playing and run away for awhile." Paynter was half irritated, half indul gent.

"Ch, thank you, Lord Paynter!" She was on her feet in an instant, beaming with smles. "M
hai r—there's so nuch to do! Call me when you want ne." She vani shed anopng

the snowcrystal trees, noving with that extraordinary grace that was as natural to her as
br eat hi ng,

| watched her go, seeing incongruously superinposed upon her averted face the features of Letta
Essen. They were the same. | was sure of it. Imagine Letta Essen twenty years younger, with the
same keen brilliance turned to deliberate irresponsibility, deliberate |oveliness, and you woul d
get —Jopaz. But a Topaz who did not seemto know she had a doubl e.

"Now, Cortland," Paynter said, putting his hands on his knees and regarding ne narrowy, "we have

a lot of talking to do. 1've heard the playback of your conversation with Topaz when you first
woke. | assune you—ah—believe you're fromthe first half of the twentieth century,

right?"

"You know | was asleep in the cave," | said. "You nust

have seen me."

"I did. We analyzed the tissues and clothing of all the sleepers. Low radioactivity, so we know
the sl eep began before the atomwars. So that's all right. It's time-travel. W can't very wel
doubt -that. But you'll have to tell us how the sleepers got there and how | cane to be with
them "™ He shook his head rather dazedly.

| glanced around the little snowveiled clearing where we sat. The two soldiers had finished their
task and left us at a wave from-Paynter? Topaz was gone. We were quite alone, |ying back
confortably on our rubber-foam boul ders, the streamgurgling faintly past us through the rocks and
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the air.

"Maybe you can explain things now, Miurray," | said. He regarded me with a sort of fixed
wat chf ul ness, alert,

wai ting.
"Murray?" he said after a noment when | did not speak
again. "Mirray?"

"Al'l right—Paynter," | conceded. "But let's have the explanation. Things are getting too far ahead
of nme."

"I'l'l be glad to explain everything | can to you, in a few mnutes," Paynter said, gesturing toward
the gray boxes. ""l don't understand what it is you're inplying, though. | alnost get the
i mpression that you think you know ne."

"I knew a man nanmed Murray who | ooked exactly |ike

you—+f you want to play it this way," | said. "But it |ooks pretty obvious what happened. You and
the others woke before nme. You may have wakened nonths or years sooner. You went out into fhis
worl d, whatever it is—whenever it is—and made places for yourselves. Now it seens to suit all of
you to pretend |I'ma poor relation you never heard of. That's what | think happened. Maybe you've
got a better story."

He exhal ed noisily, a heavy sigh that was partly of inpatience.

"I think I see what you nmean. That doubling of inmages confuses all of us. You really don't know,
t hen?"

"I really don't know. "

"Cbviously, I—er ny image—was in that cavern with yours. There was also a wonan there. | didn't
recogni ze her. The third man was Bel em" He paused and fixed me with that expectant | ook again.

"Belem" | echoed. "Where | come fromwe pronounce it Ira De Kalb."

"Belem ™" he told me firmy, ignoring the feeble levity, "is a Mechandroid. He isn't human. Did you
know t hat ?"

X1l LORD PAYNTER S PROBLEM

NOT human, | thought, renenbering those eyes of cool netal. | sent an inward thought searching out
the mnd that crowded ny own mnd in the narrow confines of ny head. Not human? | got no. answer,
for a noment. Then there was a whisper |ike a distant voice.

Watch and wait, it told ne quietly.

"I don't know what a Mechandroid is," | said as calmy as | could. "I don't seemto know nuch of
anyt hi ng about this place. One thing I'd like to get clear—where |I'"'mnot. Tell ne,
Paynt er —Mur r ay—whoever you are, whether you renenber anything about the Face of Ea."

He scowl ed thoughtfully. | was watching but | saw no flicker of recognition

"I can have inquiries nmade," he offered. "It neans nothing' to ne, but we have col onies now on so
many wor | ds—

"Never mnd," | said rather dizzily. "Forget it." Wether he knew or not he wasn't going to give

away anything in that connection. "All right, one nore thing then. Wat
century is this?"

He told ne. It doesn't nmatter. It wasn't the tinme of the world's end. | was sure of that—er as
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sure as | could be of anything just then. Nowhere in the gal axy yet was that red twilight or the
towering Face. Sonething had gone wrong during our journey. Something had broken it and roused us
to wakeful ness too soon. Perhaps mllennia too soon. And I was the only one of us who renenbered
at all what mssion we'd set out upon.

Remenber ed? A sudden idea struck ne and | said quick-
ly.

"How about this, Paynter—suppose you really are Murray with amesi a? You coul d have awakened and
forgotten sonehow. You nmi ght—

"That's inpossible," he said firmy, shaking his head. "I know my conplete history. | was born Job
Paynter, on Col-chan Three, of Earth stock, fifty years ago, and | can renenber a conplete life.
No intervals mssing."

"Al'l right," | said. "You suggest sonething."

"I wish | could. W seemto be at a stalenate. W—

Hi s voice suddenly went thin and dimin ny ears. | felt ny breath rush inward with a shuddering
gasp and—

Qut of the past, into the secret recesses of ny mnd burst a famliar soundl ess roar of energy.
Paynter and the garden behind him, were fading, insubstantial shadows. Nothing existed for a
terrible blinding nonent except this bursting |ight-speed gush of energy as—

As the thing nmade its Kkill

The next thing | saw was Paynter's face. He was watching nme narrowmy out of hard blue eyes and it
seened to me his cheeks were curiously flushed.

I don't know how long a tinme had el apsed. Gbviously it was tine enough for a report to cone

t hrough, for he was speaking into an instrument on his wist. | didn't understand the | anguage he
used. | sat there linply, too
dazed still to nove or think, while he watched ne with that pale stare

I struggled to regain ny detachnment in the face of a shock that had left me sweating with plain
physi cal fear. Sonehow | had | ost touch with ny human conmpanions in the long journey but it was
clear that there was one fellowtraveler whom | had not |ost. The creature whose track was the
nekron—the killing thing whose touch was an infection of natter itself.

Paynter |owered his wist. "Cortland," he said, "one of the nen who hel ped set up this machi ne has
been killed just now. Burned. It's sonmething no one seens to have seen before—burns of that type,
| mean. You—ah—you seened affected just now. Have you anything to tell nme about this?"

I 1 ooked at himdunbly. Then there was a stirring in nmy mind and the netallic gaze of the dweller
there seemed to gl ance out through m ne.

That was very curious, the cold, watchful awareness that was De Kalb said calmy. Conply with
Paynter now. Do as he suggests. | think | may be starting to understand.

| sighed heavily. | hoped he was. Things were entirely out of ny hands now. | watched Paynter take
a bl ack helnet out of the smaller box before him plug inits cord to the larger box, hold the
headpi ece out to ne.

"Here," he said briskly. "You and |I could ask one anot her questions until doonsday and not cone
nearer any understanding. This will put us in a mental rapport—fast and conplete.”

| looked at the thing sceptically, feeling dubious. It was all very well for De Kalb in ny mind to

urge conpliance. How did | know what his real interests were? What Payn-ter's were? Certainly not
t he sane as nmine.
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"Let me think this over a minute," | said doubtfully. "I don't understand—

"The control is set for certain basic problens." Paynter said in an inmpatient voice. "Wl| open

our mnds to each other, that's all. There's automatic screening to elimnate trivialities but
everything centering around the basic of time-travel will be revealed in three seconds, nmuch nore
clearly -'it you could possibly convey it in words. In return

ill understand all you need to know, so that you can talk

to nme intelligently and won't have to stop for questions every third word. Put it on, nman, put it
on!"

I lifted the helnet dubiously. For a nonent | hesitated. Then the nenory of the dead man so near
us flashed vividly through ny mind and I knew |l had no tine to lose. It mght happen again. | was
afraid of what Paynter m ght di scover—but how could | refuse now? How much had he noticed when the
killer struck? Perhaps it would be better if he knew the whole story.

The hel met slipped easily on nmy head and seened to adjust itself automatically. Paynter was saying
sonet hi ng about projection

"You had books in your time. In a good one there's projection—you felt the way the author wanted
you to feel. This is sinply a further devel opnent. You may relive the experiences of historica
persons, if the screening works out that way. Ill get certain know edge fromyou, you from ne—and
we draw on the projection library as a suppl enent, a concordance, if necessary."

H s fingers were busy adjusting controls. | had tinme e-nough to think, "This is the forerunning of
the Record, of course. One of the steps toward sonething nore conpl ex.”

Then a bar of spinning light sprang up fromthe |larger box, whirling so rapidly that atons of
light seemed to spiral out fromit. And—then 1 was sonebody eke.

I was a guy naned Banni ster who'd been born after Hroshima. | was standing in a rooma nile
under ground. The General was sitting at his desk playing with a pistol. W were tenporarily safe
here, though it wasn't really safe anywhere. Still, there was a half mle of valves, Geigers and

filters—+the atonmic absorption stacks—between us and the surface, so not nuch radi ati on coul d get
in.

"Let's have it," the CGeneral said,

This was one war that hadn't gone by the rules. This time the top men were getting killed—the ones
who' d al ways died in bed before. So they were beginning to grope frantically around in Pandora's
box muttering, "Were' d Hope get to?"

They were beginning to find out they should have stood in bed.

The Second Atom c War. | -whoever | was—ever thought

about it. I'd lived it for sone years. | guess | was one of the early nental nutations, part of
the social nutation that had to take place after the world began to rock |ike a gyroscope sl ow ng
down. | knew already | didn't think in quite the sane way the ol der nen did. Sonetinmes | wondered
if the change, after all, nmeant only a keener ruthl essness.

The General said, "Well? Were's the report?”

"He's done it, sir," | said.

The General put the pistol down on his desk and showed his teeth. "lIs is practical? That's the
poi nt."

"It's practical sir,”" | said. "Inanimate matter only, so far. But such matter can be transported

for a thousand-nmile radius. A receiver nmust be spotted first, though. It means interplanetary
col oni zati on one of these days—because the first space-ship can take a receiver with it and open
up a pipeline for supplies. This is only the start."
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"A matter-transmitter," the General said and suddenly crunpled the papers on his desk. "Arnmistice?

Well forget that now GHQ will change its tune now we've got this new weapon."
"The inventor wants to use the device for peaceful purposes, sir," |I said. "I heard runors the war
was over."

He | ooked at ne. "They all do. Yes, the war was over yesterday. But well start it again."

Then | knew that | was a nutation after all—entally. The General and | fust didn't think the sane
way. W didn't have the sane val ues and we never would. He hadn't matured in an atomic world.

I had. | picked up the pistol fromthe General's desk. Hs brain was obsol escent anyway.
Then | was sonebody el se.

"Cities?" | said to nmy visitor. "No, well never rebuild them W won't need to."

"But the world is in ruins.”

"Technol ogy is the answer."

"You mean machi nes can build where nen cannot ?"

"Aren't they doing it?"

They were—yes. Ad as | was, over a hundred—whoever | was—+ could not renenber a tine when the
pl anet had not been radiotoxic. Not all of it, of course. The nen that were |eft, the survivors,
gathered in the islands relatively

free fromthe poison. Travel, even by plane, would have been too dangerous, but we had the matter-
transmtters. So we were not insular. There were the col oni zed pl anets.

Still, Earth was the home. Wth the halftime of the radio-dust, it would be a long tine before
nost of the planet woul d becone habitable. Yet Earth could be rebuilt, in preparation

by machi nes.

"I will show you nmy plan," | said. "Come with ne. |IlIl be dead |ong before there's a use for ny
Mechandr oi ds, but that day will surely cone."

He followed ne along the corridor. He was a powerful man, one of the nost powerful in the world,
but he followed ne |ike a young student.

"It's hard to know the best plan,"” he saidj half to hinself.

"W have a Gal axy to col onize. Human minds can't cope with that. Nor can nachi nes. The nachi nes
must fail because they're enotionless and i nhunan. What you need is a human nachi ne or a
mechani cal human. A perfect blend. A synthesis. Like my Mechandroids."

| pulled back a curtain and showed himthe young strong body in the glass coffin. The nachi nes
clicked and hummed fromall around. The wires quivered slightly.

"This is one of nmy Mechandroids," | said. "They cannot reproduce; they do not breed true. But they
can be manufactured. It's as though a nachine had given birth to a human."

"He | ooks thoroughly normal ."

"I chose his parents. | needed the right heredity. | selected the chronosones nost suited to ny
needs—and | tried tinme after tine before | succeeded. But then this Mechandroid was born. Al nost
since birth he has been trai ned—hypnogeni -cal | y—educat ed, indoctrinated, by the thinking-nmachines.

"He has been taught to think as accurately as a machine. The human brain is theoretically capable
of such discipline but the experinment has never been tried before to this extent. Mechandroids, |
bel i eve, can solve all human probl ens, and solve themcorrectly."
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"Machi ne-trai ned?" he said doubtfully. "Mchines nust serve nen. They nust free men, so that the
capacity of the human brain may be fulfilled. These

Mechandroids will snooth the path, so that man nay follow t he highest science—that of thought."
"There's no danger?" he asked, |ooking at the silent Mechandroid. «

"There's no danger," | said.

X'V VEGA- BORN

THEN | was sonebody el se

Saturn blazed in the sky above nme, blotting out half the firmanent, as | fled down the tw sting
street fromthe Mechandroid. | had to find somebody who knew what to do. But nobody seened alive
inthe city. Nobody but the silent striding creature that was pursuing ne.

Homeconi ng, eh? | was Vega-born. | was sixteen. |'d taken the great junp across interstellar space
inthe mtter-transnmtter with nmy Age G oup—hi ne of them+for the Earth tour and, because all Sol ar
tours start with the other planets, we'd stepped out of the matter-receiver in Titan

Then everything happened at once, too fast for me to foll ow. The Mechandroid came running toward
us—and we began to fall, one by one. So we scattered. Wth ny usual bad luck, | managed to bl under
right into a group of the Mechandroids who were working at somet hi ng.

They were in a big room gathered around a table where a body lay. Above the table was a shining
web—a neural matrix, hooked up to a matter-transmitter. | knew enough about basic physics to get
sonme i dea of what was happening and | stopped right there, |like a statue, watching.

The Mechandroi ds were meking a super-Mechandroi d—+f that's the term People had tal ked about the
possibility. Everybody, | guess, was a little afraid, because the Mechandroids were plenty smart
and if they worked out a collateral rutati on—+they're individually steril e—why, then, a super-
Mechandroid woul d be horribly powerful and dangerous.

For the Mechandroids can be controlled, but a super-Mech-android couldn't.

They said, not long ago, that they weren't capable of solving certain galactic problens and they
wanted to go ahead and build what they called a second-stage Mechandroid. O course they were
f or bi dden.

But the body on the table before ne, under the shining neural web, was a super-Mechandroid in the
making. If a thing like that—with all its potential intelligence and | ack of enotion—ame alive it
woul d be too dangerous to think about.

| turned around and started running again. | kept on running. Once | heard a scream pretty far
away.

If the only way the Mechandroids could build their second-stage Mechandroid was to destroy every
human in the Titan city-why, that was the | ogical solution. So that's what they'd done. | passed
an Exploratory Station and took a mnute to go in and grab a vacuumsuit. Carrying it, | headed
for a gate in the great donme that covered the city.

Two hours later | was sitting on a nmountainside half a mle away, |ooking down on the done and
wondering how long nmy air would last. | felt pretty lonesone with Saturn dropping toward the
horizon and only the dark and the stars around ne.

After awhile | saw the ships come. You don't see many ships these days but | knew what they were.
Hal f a dozen of them canme down silently out of the blackness and hovered above the city and a
monent |ater there wasn't any city —just a big burst of light and sound and energy.

I sent up ny SOS rockets and got picked up. On the trip back | heard a lot of tal k about how we
were going to get the Mechandroids under tight control and keep themthere. Supervision for every
one of the creatures. No chance to get together and make a super-Mechandr oi d.
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| guess | didn't enjoy Earth as much as |'d thought. It had been rebuilt and nost of the
radi oactivity was gone. There was just one machine-city |left—a nuseumthese days. But the planet
seened smal | .

O course we started out fromEarth in the beginning. But now we've got the Gal axy.
Then | was sonebody el se.
| was Job Paynter.

Every individual is expendable, but the race is not. | amnot, but not unnecessarily. My value to
the solar community is high. And why not? | am conpetent in my work—general integration, Seventh
Gal actic Sector, Earth-based. (I am conpetent, or was until we opened that cavern under the
mountain on Earth, and found Job Paynter asleep there. No, | amconpetent still. Puzzled but able
to find an answer when all the returns are in. Meanwhile | nust think objectively about this
nystery. | must think objectively.)

The Mechandroi d Bel emis desertion should have been reported to nme i medi ately. There is no excuse
for inconmpetence in a world where specialized training begins before birth and where reorientation
treatment can be had as often as necessary.

When | investigated Bel enis di sappearance | was nuch disturbed to | earn how many ot her
MecKandr oi ds had vani shed at the sanme tine. | imediately assigned an all-out search, Gal axyw de.
But | was not too hopeful

The race noves on. It has its human linmtations. The tools we make have no limtations at all
When we educate our-. selves to learn to handle those tools nost efficiently we can go on to the
next step, whatever it nmay be. Meanwhile there nust be check and bal ance—+igid control

| assigned to the Mechandroid Bel em a probl eminvol ving the opening of the Betel geuse system |
had worked with Bel em before. Wile Mechandroi d know edge and experience goes into a conmon poo
Bel eml s reactions woul d be a shade qui cker since he had once opened a simlar systembefore, so |
asked him At that time | was on the Antares base. When | checked | ater on Bel em he had vani shed.

W went through the automatic routine. W studied the records and traced Bel emls novenents up to
the nonent of his di sappearance. W | earned several interesting things. Cbviously Bel em had
thought it necessary to disappear in order to solve his assigned problem So we checked on the
probl em The Androneda system was involved and we di scovered that there was sonething odd,
hitherto undi scovered, about the Androneda sector. *

First of all there was a potential nova involved. Secondly,

a new type of matter existed on one of the planets revolving about the star that was preparing to
explode. It seened to be a neutral nmatter, in absolute stasis. W quarantined the system
i medi ately, pending farther investigation.

You never know into what queer bypaths a Mechandroid's investigation will |ead. The creatures see
factors involved that no human mnd woul d bother with. They're never content with ten decimals but
al wvays work down to the absolute quantity. It didn't surprise ne a great deal to find recording-
tapes in Belens |aboratory which described and localized a terrestrial tine-axis.

W went to the point charted. Bel em had al ready worked out a system for displacing the speci al
atom c structure involved and waki ng the subjects. Wat subjects? | |earned that soon enough

At the tinme-axis, which existed not far fromthe ancient bed of the St. Lawrence River, we found a
shell of matter. R-type radiations showed us there were four living beings within that shell. They
were in drugged hypnotic sleep. One of themwas the Mechandroid Belem The second was nyself. The
ot hers were an unknown man and wonan.

My Director discussed the situation with ne.
"Bel em has been | ocated?" | asked.

"W thought so," the Director said, "but you're in the tinme-axis chanber too. You're apparently in
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two places at once—so Belem nmay be as well. You know how dangerous a Mechandroid on an unorthodox
probl em can be. Don't forget what happened to Titan twenty years ago. Wl l-obviously four people
have, in the past, used drags and hypnosis to free their mnds fromtinme-consci ousness as their
bodi es were freed by the atomic displacement their device has set up around them"

"And |"'mwith them it seens."”
"You have no nenory of it? But they cane out of the past—all three of them™
"CGircular time? Spiral time?"

"I don't know," the Director said. "It's theoretical so far. The enpirical nethod obviously is to
waken these four and find out what happened to them How they cane to be in this tine-axis.
Certainly a Mechandroid |loose in tine is too dangerous to be pernmitted. As for you—=

We had no answer to that, either of us. | was standing here, solid and real. But ny double, ny
other self, was in the tine-axis.

"Waken them " the Director said.
That was obviously the next step. The only possible step.

"Very well," | said. It was nmy job. A job nust be conpleted at any cost. Men are expendabl e.
Manki nd is not.

Then | was Jereny Cortiand again.

W were in the Swan Garden, Paynter and |, |ooking at each other across far distances. The shadows
of a dozen other selves faded and wavered through ny mnd—and sinmultaneously | felt a strange sort
of nmental withdrawal. Wth the dying remmant of Paynter's nenory, | knew the reason. As | had been

readi ng—+iving i n—ether mnds, so he had been readi ng ny own.

But he did not know that the Mechandroid Bel emBPe Kal b—was spying through nmy brain. | felt certain
of that, as certain as though—be Kal b—Belem had told ne in so many words. No, Paynter m ght have
stripped ny mind clean of its nenories, but there was one nenory of the Mechandroid's curious
powers had kept from his grasp—the brief adventure | had had, via matter-transmitter, on another

pl anet anong Mechandr oi ds.

Abruptly full realization cane to ne. | renenbered the "autopsy" | had glinpsed—the Mechandroi ds
clustered a-bout a |long table on which a body |ay and above which a shining web quivered. Once,
twenty years ago, a boy had seen a sinilar sight on Titan—the creation of a super-Mech-android,
the experinent utterly forbidden through all the Galaxy. A city had been blasted into dust to stop
that danger. | renenbered, strangely, with another man's menory.

Now it was happeni ng again. A second stage man-machi ne was being constructed sonewhere on sone far
pl anet —and Paynter did not know that, and | could not tell him The post-hypnotic comand was too
strong for me. | could not betray the secret to Paynter even if | tried.

Whi ch rem nded nme that Paynter now had ny nenories. H s face was grayi sh as he watched ne.

"That new type of matter we've just found in the Andronmeda system" he said. "I know what it is
now. You called it the nekron."

Then he must know as well that | was infected with the —+the thing, that | was a carrier, a culture
for that swift, slaying thing that no grip could hold.

But he did not nention it. Instead, in a troubled way, he began to tal k about Bel em

"Bel em was set the problem of opening the Betel geuse system Which is sinple enough. But the

Mechandr oi ds are thorough. | suspect that Bel em checked all the possible influential factors, and
saw t hat nekronic natter exists in Androneda on a planet of a sun ready to beconme a nova. "When
that happens the violent explosion will cany the nekronic atons, on light radiations, far into

interstellar space—far enough to reach and infect Betel geuse. For sone reason | don't know yet
Bel em decided the tine-axis should be—= He paused, scowing. "Did he | eave those notes purposely?
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Did he want us to open the tine-axis chanber, Cortlandr
"How should I know?" | asked. "You' ve got all ny menories now, haven't you?" A
"I think he did. But where is Belemnow?" | knew that-but | couldn't tell him

"Way di d Bel em di sappear? Wiy have a dozen ot her Mechandroi ds di sappeared? Wiy didn't they
announce the probl em publicly?"

He had forgotten he was still wearing the helmet. Now he lifted it slowy fromhis head and

foll owed his exanple. "Because they had to work in secret," he said tentatively. "Now what could
they do in secret that they couldn't do with all the science of the Galaxy to help then? There's
only one thing. The Mechandroids nust solve the problens set them—

"They are maki ng a second-stage Mechandroid,"” Paynter said flatly. "That nmust be what's happeni ng.
Scylla and Charybdis then. For a super-Mechandroid is as certain a nmenace as the nekron itself."

"But why?" | asked, pronpted by a conviction that the devil | knew+the nekronic infection—was far
wor se than any manli ke machi ne, no matter how perfected.

"Because the Mechandroi ds woul d probably obey it instead of us," Paynter told ne. "The
Mechandr oi ds are vul nerabl e because they're partially human. A second-stage type probably woul dn't
ba. Wien you consi der the knowl edge and skills the Mechandroids al ready have—and if they're
applying themto the creation of a nutation of their own—why, such a nonster could easily be

i nvul nerabl e. Suppose it worked on absolute |ogic? That m ght call for the extinction of all life-
forms! | don't know. No one knows. How can anyone think like a nutation fromthe Mechandroid
type?"

| shook ny head. "Don't ask me. |'ve got ny own problenms. Those four asleep in the tine-axis.

There nust be an answer sonmewhere, Paynter. There nust be!"

"There is an answer." He said it so soberly that | felt an instant's chill in ny own mnd. | had
good reason to feel a chill. Paynter went on in a very sonber voice. "Now I'Il tell you the truth,
Cortland," he said.

XV CRUMBLI NG FLESH

THE four silent figures lay deep in their age-old slunber in the chanber under the mountain. | saw
themthere again. | could feel the weight of the helmet on nmy head and | was this time fully aware

of the Swan Garden around nme and the sound of Paynter's breathing at ny side. But | was seeing the
projection of a three-dinensional film | was |ooking into the chanber as a canera's eye had
| ooked.

"This is the official record we made when we opened the cave," Paynter said invisibly at nmy el bow.
"Now wat ch carefully what happens. No one knows this but you and nyself and the few technicians
who were on the spot. We<«e kept it quiet. It's so—so—well, watch and you'll see."

Not hi ng noved in the cave. Nothing had noved, | suppose, for a thousand years or nore, not since
all notion ceased when we sank into our long slunber. But now |lights began to flash from beyond
the gray egg of nothingness that walled us in. Paynter's technicians were at work, trying

to break that shell, trying to hatch out—what? Sonething terrifying. | knew that by the tone of
Paynter's voi ce.

The lights flashed and faded, gl owed again, paled. Now the camera drew back and | could see
Paynt er hinsel f, standing beside a group of workers and a battery of nachines. Al were intent
upon the egg of time that held the sl eepers.

It was curious to hear Paynter speak then—the Paynter of the cavern, speaking in the film not the
Paynt er who sat beside me. Duplication piled upon duplication

"What are the chances?" | heard himask. "Are they going to wake?"

Murrmurs answered him After awhile, during which his eyes were very thoughtful upon the sleepers
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and upon the wonan anpong the sleepers in particular, | heard himsay in a nusing voice, "W should
have one of the entertainers here. If this is actually a tinme involvenent, as you say, then these
people will have been asleep a long while and they'll feel bew | dered when they wake.

"W need soneone |ike-We—yes, Topaz-to speed their adjustnent.” (I knew why he had thought of
Topaz. | knew he had seen, without realizing it, the face of Topaz inplicit in Dr. Essen's
sl eepi ng face.)

"Send for Topaz," he said firmy, his voice echoing in the cavern as ours had echoed once, a
t housand years or many thousand of years before

(Now perhaps this is as good a place as any for a word about the | anguage he was speaking. It was
certainly English but not as famliar a |language as | wite down. Any living tongue rapidly
accunul ates new words and phrases, drops ol d ones, assigns new neanings to words already in use,
so that the colloquialisns of one generation are gibberish to the generation before it.

(The English we were speaki ng was changed, not a living | anguage. Matter-transm ssion had spread
civilization over a vast area and some conmpn tongue was a necessity, but it couldn't be a tongue
that changed or it would soon cease to be a common | anguage. So it wasn't easy to follow what

t hese peopl e said around ne-but it wasn't inpossible either.) The canmera ground on for about
thirty seconds nore

and then blurred briefly. Beside ne Paynter spoke in a quick, inpatient voice.

"Skip all that. It's?just nore experinents. This was the period when they conpleted the analysis
of the clothing and established the period fromwhich it cane as nmid-Twentieth Century. It was
about six hours after that before they breached the shell of force. | was notified and | sent for
Topaz and cane in nmyself for the finish. Now watch."

The cavern took shape again before me. Cear in the bath of what was probably ultra-violet,

because it brought the inages out so clearly, the four sleepers lay. But this time there was a hum
of activity around them Men passed before the camera, obscuring it now and then, carrying |enses
and | ong gl owi ng tubes and angular tilings a little like sextants. | heard Topaz's sweet high

| aught er and Paynter's rebuke,

"Watch," Paynter said beside ne. "It happened very suddenly."

As he spoke, | saw the change begin. It was |ike a cleavage in space, a w dening crack that

spi derwebbed across the enpty air like a riven bubble of plastic. The sl eepers showed for an
instant, distorted as though seen through a shattering substance with a different refractive index
fromair.

Then the cavern darkened for an instant. The four bodies seened to spring into nore di nensiona
reality—I| sensed that their clarity was not due to the ultraviolet bath. It was as though a
stereopticon i mage had becone tangi ble. For a flashing second the four figures becane part

of —aormal space. The shell of energy Dr. Essen had created so | ong ago no | onger prisoned them
beyond space and tine.

The place grew darker still. It gave me a feeling of inexplicable urgency. I was on the verge of
remenbering sonet hi ng—that reddish twilight with faint lights twi nkling through it was—was—

My t hought paused. For the bodi es were—erunbling,

I had a second of horrible, sickening terror, as though | felt ny own flesh falling into dust too.
Instinctively ny fingers tightened on ny legs. It was bewildering to feel ny own flesh firm
beneat h ny hands while before ne in the projection | could see the sane flesh crunble from ny
bones.

I watched nyself disintegrate in the red twilight that had

filled the cavern, fall swiftly into dust as if the thousand years of tinme we had cheated as we
slept was taking its toll all in one final nonment. But | knew that was not the answer. Living
fl esh does not crumble Iike that and we had been living until the egg broke around us. There was
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sone nore terrifying solution than that.

Suddenly, in ny bew |l dernent and terror, | knew what the answer was. That shadowy red twilight,
with lights faintly flashing across an enpty worl d—+ had seen that dusk before. In that same
twilight | had seen the Face of Ea | ooking out over the world' s night. That crunbling of our flesh
i nto dust had been no acci dent.

I knew | had watched the four of us nurdered in our age-long sleep, deliberately dispersed into
not hi ngness—by what? By whon? | had no way of guessing, but it seened to me the red twilight that
filled the cave indicated sonething of an answer. Nothing was happening to us at random | knew
fully in that nonment of revelation. It was planned, deliberately planned—and by the people of the
Face?

They had summoned us across the millenniuns. Had they planned our shipweck here on the strand of
some mddle future and then, with calmintent, scattered our dissolving bones upon the cavern
floor, having used and finished us?

No, for we were still alive.

Only | renenbered ny own identity clearly, but | was sure the icily violent ego of Miurray |ay
buri ed somewhere beneath the surface of Paynter's mind. | had |ooked into Letta Essen's eyes in
the lovely face of Topaz. De Kal b nust |inger sonmewhere, subnerged but waiting, behind the nmeta
eyes of Belem So we were not dead.

The dust that had been ourselves ceased its crunbling and falling and settled into |ong, roughly
man”*shaped mounds on the floor of the cave.

"That happened coincidentally,” Paynter said with el aborate detachnent. "But sonething rather odd
took place at the sane tine. Look."

The scene changed. The focus had shifted to another |lens on the far side of the cavern. In the
foreground Paynter stood, behind Topaz. Their faces were intent and horrified as they watched the
egg begin to crack.

The filmhad stepped back sixty seconds and | was wat ch-

ing again the first beginnings of the disaster * inside the shell of time. That curious riving of
the air began again, the red twilight glimering through, repeating itself as it would repeat
endl essly whenever anyone chose to play this recording over.

But now, as the bodies began to crunble, | saw a change slip across Paynter's face. | saw it go
bl ank, then suddenly go quite bright with a blaze of awareness—and then totally bl ank

H s knees sagged. He fol ded up and dropped linply forward. Sonmeone junped to his side fromthe
crowmd at his back, caught himand eased himto the dusty floor. As he fell | could see beyond him
the small, brightly col ored body that was Topaz, collapsed w thout a sound.

There was nmilling confusion around the two for a noment. Then Paynter stirred and the crowd backed
away a little. Paynter sat up, consciousness returning visibly to his blank face. Topaz, beside
him stirred and noved her hand, lifted it and, with her eyes still closed, brushed the clustering
curls fromher face with a curiously innocent vanity.

At nmy el bow Paynter said, "All right, that was that. A nmonent's faintness. Neither of us suffered
anything worse. But let's go back again to the monent the shell cracked and Topaz and | fainted.
There was a crowd outside, waiting to see what woul d happen. You'd be surprised how easy ft is to
draw a crowd. They didn't take long to assenble, via matter-transm ssion, once word got out. Sone
of our other caneras caught an interesting detail or two."

Now | saw a rolling slope thronged with nen and wonmen. Figures were toiling up froma plain bel ow,
where last | had seen the forests of northern Canada stretch unbroken. In the far distance a | ow
white building gleamed in the sunlight anong orchards.

"That building," Paynter told nme, "is the Kerry Plum Orchard transmitter. Al these people cane
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through it. They cane fromall over the galaxy, of course. No way to trace where they started
from Wiich is a pity because—well, |ook."

| | ooked—and saw nmy own face.
Dupl i cati on doubl ed and redoubl ed. My head swam as

| tried to realize it, to count up how many Jerry Cortlands were in existence in this one space
and time. One had fallen to dust in the cave. One sat here in the Swan Garden besi de Paynter. One
strolled up the hillside toward the cavern, casually, through the crowd. It was nyself, all right.
I wore rather ragged shorts and a tattered pull over

| turned left around a rock with part of the crowmd and then there was a sudden humm ng excitenent
all over the hillside and a flash of reddish light fromthe cave.

"We've gone back again to the nmonent when the bodies began to disintegrate,” Paynter reni nded ne.
"Down in the cave Topaz and | are collapsing. Up here—watch yourself."

| saw the sanme | ook of dazed wonder nelt into blank-ness on ny pictured face. | saw nyself fall

"When you woke again," Paynter was saying, "you were in the transnmtter roomby the City. Topaz
was with you. That was when your nenories started. Renenber?"

"You nmean—that was me?" | demanded. "That man who came with the crowd? The me sitting here now? Ch
no, that isn't possible! I renenber! |I went to sleep in the cave in the Twentieth Century and woke
here. | never cane out of a transmtter and joined a crowmd in the Laurentians. You told ne you'd

wakened me in the cave!"

"Not, exactly, no," Paynter said. "I just gave you your head. There was so much here that nobody
under st ood, you see. | wanted you to go your own way until | knew all | could learn fromyou. Then
| told you the truth. Wat could be fairer than that?"

"But I'mnot that man on the hillside! Who was he? Where did he cone fron? He isn't nme!"

"Well, you're that man. You saw what happened to the bodies in the cave. Your duplicate, ny
duplicate, Belems, the wonan's—they all disintegrated. As for who you are, | don't know It's odd
but not unheard of. Wth gal axy-wi de col oni zation there nust be a good nany people in stray
corners who have never been registered. You re one of them

"We tried but there's no record of your prints and history. However, you are the man who fainted
on the hillside. It took you longer to recover than it did us and when you woke you call ed
yoursel f Cortland and you've just given

me some very fantastic history. Wich rings true, incidentally. You believe it. You aren't
f aki ng. "

"OF course not. | was in the time chanber with the others. |_»

"You fell to dust, | suppose."” Paynter's voice was inpatiently anused. "WAit a mnute. | thought I
noti ced sonething in the crowmd near you. Hold on."

I felt himnove. The picture flashed on before ne, picked up again the scene on the slope. Paynter
gave sone orders in an undertone, and the canmera paused, halting in md-stride a nman who had j ust
entered the edge of the picture.

I t wasDeKal b.
No, not De Kal b—Belem He turned his face to the camera and |light glinted on the quicksilver eyes.

The daylight flashed suddenly red again. The crowd nearby surged, chattering around ne—ny
duplicate—as he fell. And Bel em staggered. You could see the cold resolute Mechandroid brain
gather itself to resist whatever assault this was upon its integrity. And the Mechandroid
succeeded where the nerely human had failed. Belemstunbled a little, |eaned against the rock |
had seen nyself circle a monent before in the film slid down so that he half crouched against it,
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his face in his hands.

Then quietly, in about a quarter of a minute, he rose and wal ked back toward the Kerry
transmitter, nmoving stiffly even for him his face bewil dered.

Paynter was saying in ny ear, "So that's where he was!" But deep in the center of my mnd a
stirring of surprise gathered all ny attention. Belemwas watching too. Belemwas thinking in
al nrost the same words Paynter used, "So that is what happened! Now—now 1 al nost understand."

XVI
THE SUBTERRANE

THERE was silence in the Swan Garden for a | ong nonent. Then Paynter lifted the helnet from ny
head and stood | ooki ng down thoughtfully at nme. The crystalline bower

came back around nme. | was |l ooking into Miurray's face but it was Paynter, from Col chan Three and
this mddle

future, who spoke.

"There were four asleep in the cave," he said. ""There were four who bl anked out for a tine when
the sl eepers disintegrated. That must nmean we living four were duplicates in nore than appearance
to those who were destroyed. | don't understand, of course.

"The integrating machines are working on it now Eventually they'll hand us all the factors and
their conclusions. Meanwhile, Cortland, | think | caught an inpression of yours while our minds

were in rapport. Is Topaz a duplicate of that woman in the cave?"

"Dr. Essen," | said. "I think she is. Yes." But silently, to nyself, | was thinking. "They al

have identities but me. I"'mnyself. And yet | saw Jerry Cortland dissolve. That nmust nean that |'m
t he nanel ess man, the one who came up the hillside from nowhere and fainted. Wien he woke up, he
was Jerry Cortland—ne. And |I'Il never dare sleep in this world for fear that when | wake 111
be—him Not nyself. | saw nyself disintegrated in the cave for a purpose, by sone neans | don't
understand. |'m dead. When this man

wakes up, I'Il—=

"All right, Cortland," Paynter said briskly. "I'll I|eave you here for an hour. You'll be quite
safe, of course. Topaz will rejoin you in a nonent or two."

"Am | a prisoner?" | asked.

"Well, no, not exactly." He gave ne a grimsmle. "You want the sanme things we do, | suppose. An
answer to all this. I'"massumng you ve told us the truth. I'"'mas sure of that as it's possible to
be. O course you may have powers you've been able to hide fromus, so we'll keep an eye on you

until we know nore. Topaz will bring you to me in an hour. By then | hope well have an answer from
the integrators.”

He gave' me a stiff salute of farewell and turned away, pushed anong the | acy pal metto grow hs and
was gone, presunmably into the matter-transmitter. | couldn't understand why he hadn't killed ne.

For there had been five in the tinme-axis, not four. And the fifth was the npbst dangerous thing
ever |let |oose upon

a gal axy. The nekronic killer had come out with ne. How, | could not guess, if it were true that I
was not Jerry Cortland, but a naneless man fromthe hillside bel ow the Laurentian cavern. The
Infection was not in the flesh then but in the—ni nd? The nmenory? At any nonent | knew | might fee
that blinding shock thrilling through ne, the exploding burst of energy that neant another death.

Paynter knew. He had read ny nenories. He wasn't top man, of course. Wien his findings were
integrated the orders mght be sinply, "Kill Cortland.” It's what |1'd have done in their place. It
was only | ogical
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So they expected ne to wait, did they? Wait for what, the firing squad?

Well, nmaybe | wouldn't do it. | felt Iike |aughing when | renenbered how conplicated life had
seermed back in ny own day. There |I'd had only one time, one space, one Jerry Cortland to consider
And even then I'd been on the rollercoaster with a splinter in the seat of ny pants. Now Jerry
Cortland was dead. He was lying in a heap of dust in a cavern somewhere on another planet for all
I knew.

Il1logical? Ch, sure. For now | was up against sonmething too big for the human mind to conprehend,
really and—rrationally—+ felt cheerful

| saw another of the pale green oranges floating along the stream and plucked it out deftly, sank
ny teeth into it It was alcoholic, in a mldly exhilarating way. | let the tingling juice run down
ny throat and—

Tow are in great danger," a voice in ny brain said coldly and suddenly.

I clapped ny free hand to ny head and pressed the bone beneath the skin in sone primtive
i mpul sive attenpt to nassage the devils out of nmy brain. He was there—be iJtalb, Belemwith his
cold netal gaze | ooking out through «y eyes and his cold nmetal thoughts noving through nine

"Can you read ny mnd?" | asked, all but vocally, mak-fcg the question clear in the front of mny
m nd.

"No. Only when you put your thoughts as clearly as this. Hease try to keep themcl earer. That
fruit you are eating—ft fogs the mind. Throw it away. | must consult you now "

-Deliberately | took another deep bite of the al coholic or-
eege. No one had invited himinto ny mnd, | thought

somewhat incoherently, the Swan Garden | ooking pleasantly blurred before ne. | had no real reason
to trust either De Kalb or Belern. | didn't like the way the Mechandroid could crawl into ny head,
pull up a chair and settle down for a free sight-seeing trip

If it worked the other way now-+'d enjoy a quick round-trip through Topaz' nind, for instance. She

was not only lovely but unpredictable as an ocelot. |I'd have given a good deal to | ook into her
mind. | imgined it would surprise ne. And as for Paynter—+ knew his type. He had that conviction
of absolute rightness that nmakes fanatics. He hadn't left ne entirely on ny own, | was pretty
sure.

"Drop that fruit,"” the voice in ny mnd said. "Drop that fruit."

I didn't intend to. | started to flex nmy elbow to bring the orange up for another bite—but ny
muscl es weren't working very well. They weren't working at all. My armwent |ax, ny fingers turned
into putty and the orange fell with a splash back into the stream Regretfully |I watched it bob
awnay.

"Do you see that purple fruit?" the inexorable voice inquired. "There, com ng over the bend. Catch
it."

| decided to do not hing.

I found nyself plucking a purple object shaped Iike a cigar fromthe stream lifting it to ny

mout h, biting off a section. It was succul ent too, but astringent. The giddy el ation began to
| eave me. More soberly | took a second bite.

"Very good," Belem s disenbodied voice said. "I don't want to work that hard again. It isn't easy
to do this. You may need all the strength | can give you sooner than you think. Don't nake ne
exhaust nyself fighting you."

"How do you work it?" | inquired with the front part of ny consciousness. "Were are you, anyhow?
Isn't it crowmded in there? Look out for the left |obe—t's slippery."
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"That is probably hunor," Belemsaid coldly. "Wasted on a Mechandroid. | have no intention of
telling you how !l do this but there is no reason why you shouldn't know where | am Exactly where
you saw ne last. My body remains in stasis while my mnd is in close rapport with yours.

"I can see and hear and feel everything you do. |I can read your clearer thoughts. | can, with a
great effort, con-

trol your notor reflexes for a brief tine. Wiether you like it or not your fate and mine are now
linked until | can effect a separation again."

"For better or worse\" | said wildly. "For richer or poorer —+ see another orange com ng al ong;
shal | we have one together?"

"Finish that purple fruit,” Belemordered, "You may need another. | am going to take you through
the transmitter now to a certain underground regi on whose exi stence we have suspected for a |ong
while. | learned its |ocation during your rapport with Paynter

"It is a highly secret place but together | believe we can enter it and perform an inportant task
| believe it will in the end be as inportant to you as to us. In sonme way none of us yet
under st ands your destiny and mine are |inked through that tine-axis where we both have slept. W=
"Don't forget Paynter was there too," | reminded him "I know |'ve explored your menory al ong
with Paynter. | know all the essentials now and | believe | begin to get a glimer of the pattern
Qur first task is to visit the Governnent Subterrane. If you will turn to the left now and go back
along the path to the transmtter room—=

"Way should 1?" | was feeling sullen as the exhilaration died in me. "This is nmy brain, not yours.
I have nmy own problems. Go crawl into sonebody else's nmind or do your own dirty work. I'min
enough of a jamright now with Paynter, or | will be when—=

"When he realizes that you are a carrier for the nekronic killer, exactly. Paynter will not
hesitate to sacrifice you when the tinme cones. Wen it does you' and | will be at a safe distance,
with the object | mean to get in the Subterrane. Now will go or nust | force you?"

| started to speak—al oud in ny anger—but before the words could cone there was a ripple of self-
consci ous | aughter anong the star-shaped | eaves and Topaz swept forward through the fronds and
spun around before me. She was covered with spangles, glittering, dazzling, flickering, al
colors, clinging to her skin, her hair, her floating veils.

"Ch, how beautiful | am" she caroled, with an air of
i nnocent vainglory. "Tell ne, did you ever see anything so beautiful before?"

"Never inny life," | assured her. "It's—= M jaw snapped shut on the |ast word. My nuscles
tightened and wi thout the | east conscious volition | found I had turned ny back to her and was
mar chi ng down the path toward the matter-transmtter. In ny brain a cool, netallic mnd seenmed to
be saying with an intonation of despair, "Human bei ngs!"

It was interesting to watch ny own hands mani pul ati ng the buttons that selected the proper wave-
bands for our destination. The process | ooked far too sinple—there were only half a dozen buttons
in all—but | assuned the Mechandroid, gazing through ny eyes, tightening and rel easi ng ny nuscl es,
knew what he was doi ng.

He did. The room shimrered before nme, disorientation and brief nausea shook us both together in
gigantic oblivion and—

We energed into a | arge underground concourse—+ think it was underground; it sounded and felt |ike
it—thronged with busy men and wormen who paid ne only the slightest of glancing attention as

pushed anong them half guided now and half of my own volition. There were people here in costunes
so various that | suppose ny own clothing was no nore outl andi sh than anyone el se's.

I think this was a nexus in the great web of matter-transm ssion, under the surface of what planet
| have no idea
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Peopl e from colonies all over the Gal axy nust have changed stations here. | know | attracted no
attention as | hurried through the cosnmopolitan crowd toward a row of transmi ssion roons in the
center of the concourse, closed the door behind nme, manipul ated nore buttons.

It was curious, | thought to nyself as the familiar disorientation swamthrough nmy brain, how
little | was seeing of this marvelous world of the middle future. Topaz had assured nme that cities
were obsol ete and mankind lived in |uxurious isolation wherever his fancy dictated.

Yet all | had seen so far, except for the Swan Garden, had been the underpinnings of the culture,
the girders upon which its farmng luxuries were builded. Wat |ay above-ground, on the flowering
surfaces of the planets, | was not to know, then or—perhaps—ever

The room st eadi ed about me. The door slid open

| 1 ooked down a long corridor bathed in white |ight.
"This is the Subterrane," Belenm s voice in ny brain said.
XVI1 THE WORLD OF BELEM

HAD | been expecting sonmething sem -miracul ous | should have been di sappointed. | had seen simlar
passages under Grand Central Station. Here there was nothing at all unusual —sinply a white
corridor, enpty and silent.

"I'n your day," the Mechandroid told nme, "this would have been a grouping of thick doors and | ocks.
The Subterrane is the arsenal of the governnent. It isn't on Earth. Walk forward."

| obeyed. | felt a brief tingling, a rather pleasant vibration that passed and was gone.

"You have just passed between a cathode and anode that woul d have di srupted the brain of any
Mechandroi d. The pattern is keyed so that it's harm ess to humans. No Mechandroid has ever been
permitted in the Subterrane—till now "

So they were vul nerable after all.

"Why, vyes," Belemremarked, surprised. "Every existing thing is capable of negation—ef altering
its condition to non-existence. The | ess adaptable an organism the easier it is to destroy. But
t hi s cat hode-anode device is not portable and its field is quite linited.

"It is useful only for defense—not for offense. You would be destroyed, too, if you hurled
yoursel f on a sharpened stake. The other devices are aimed at human beings who aren't wearing the
protective hel mets. Luckily—

I wasn't in a corridor any nore. Not a nornal corridor. Planar geonetry had suddenly and
enpirically been disproved.' My eyes, conditioned to normal perspective, went dizzily out of focus
as abruptly as gravity itself seened to alter.

You can't describe the indescribable. Lines of perspec-

tive meet at the vanishing point—sure. So they say. But the walls and floor and ceiling of the
white-lit tunnel curved in insanely a few feet ahead of nme, crossed sonehow and re-extended
thensel ves toward me |ike a tapering cone. Such distortions of matter may be normal at the end of
the universe but you shouldn't be able to reach out and touch-Touch? But | couldn't even do that.
Gravity had gone wong, too. | suspected there was a riptide in the semcircular canals of ny
ears. Because | felt that | was falling, no matter in what direction | | ooked.

There was no corridor. There was only white enptiness. Dead white and featurel ess except for the
cone that pointed accusingly at ne. | tried to nove forward and a horrible, sick, giddiness

| oosened nmy nuscles and then tightened themagain as | strained to stand rigid. As |ong as
didn't nove an inch | might not fall

"Wal k forward!" the voice in ny mind insisted. | shut ny eyes and wal ked forward. At Belems
annoyed conmand, | reopened themand either fell or ran toward the white cone that was the
corridor itself extended beyond infinity and in geonetric reversal. As | noved | found nyself
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curving away, along the line of the distortion, so that w thout knowi ng how it had happened | was
hurrying in the opposite direction with ny back to the

cone.

"l can't do this too often without resting,"” Belemsaid. "Open your mnd. Relax. Let ne contro
your muscles. This illusion is for human eyes only. | can screen it out and see the right way.",

It took trenendous effort on nmy part to keep my eyes open and my rnuscl es rel axed. That disgusting
falling sensation kept growi ng stronger and every sane instinct | had reacted violently at what ny
optic nerves described. | was wal king into a vani shing point—that was the only way to describe it.
| wal ked right into the point of the white cone and through it—don't ask ne how, because it was an
illusion—and then | was in the white corridor again.

I took ten unsteady steps, and cane out into a wi der tunnel that stretched, curving, to left and
to right. Belemguided nme to the |eft.

There were hieroglyphics on the walls at .regular inter-

vals but | didn't realize they indicated doors until the Mech-android told ne to stop. Al | had
to do was touch the wall and a shutter opened like a cat's-eye, slitted, then oval, enlarging til
I could step through into the room beyond. Behind nme the panel closed noisel essly.

It was a large roomand there was a natter-transmitter in a corner. The walls were banked with
panel i ng carrying the nost conplicated set of controls | had ever seen. On a glassy pillar in the
center of the floor was a transparent box, small enough to hold in ny palm and it was bathed in a
sparkle of glittering lights that poured out fromtwo pencil-like cylinders enbedded in the
pillar, one on each side of the box.

Wthin the box was a gol den narbl e.

"I know," | said dizzily. "It'll grant nme three w shes."

"That type of hunor is a defense nechani sm against fear," Belemtold ne unsynpatheticaly. "Here is
the main reason why | chose the difficult and dangerous nethod of entering your mnd. No nen of
this age woul d have gone with me this far. They're all conditioned agai nst Mechan-droids.

"You were the only one who could and woul d have got into the Subterrane. In that transparent box
is, | think, the only weapon agai nst which we have no defense at all. As long as it's within the
field of radiation, as it is now, it's harnless. Renove it and, within two ninutes, it, becones
activated."

"Whatisitr

"A complicated pattern of energies. It's positively charged now Wen it's activated, it becones
negatively charged. Then it creates a dead field for nearly a mle around it, in which no nmatter-
transmtters will operate.”

"That doesn't seem so dangerous. You can get along without matter-transmitters [ ong enough to wal k
amle, can't your

"Not if we're under seige. You saw our |aboratory. Warfare is still a matter of siege unless one
wants to wi pe everything out and they don't. They'll want to inspect our work. Wth matter-
transm ssion you can't besiege a pl ace.

"Everyone inside would sinply | eak away and escape, taking all their inportant work with them
Thi s one weapon

here is the only conpleted matrix available at this time. It takes a long while to conplete the
necessary energy-pattern. So, if we elinnate it, we can stand off a siege |ong enough to clear
out the | aboratory."

"Elimnate it how?"
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"Set the matter-transmitter controls to—anywhere. Sonme obsol ete receiver at the edge of the

gal axy, maybe. Pick up that box and—fast!—put it in the transmitter, before the radiation dies and
it activates. Then the box will appear at the edge of the gal axy and paral yze energy facilities
there. "

"For how | ong?"

"l don't know. Long enough. It wouldn't harm humans but they'd have to walk to a station outside
its field. The box can't be noved, incidentally, or you could just carry it to a spot beyond the
range of the nearest transmitter. After it's activated it has al nost absolute inertia. Ri ght now,
though, it's portable. Can you touch it?"

| put out a tentative hand that was stopped in md-air about a foot above the box. | pushed
agai nst nothing. | couldn't pass the invisible barrier

"I thought so," Belemsaid. "That stud in the pedestal —try pressing it."

I did. | reached for the box again. This time | could do it. The defense field, whatever it had
been, was gone. The box was not very heavy. | set it down again with care.

"All right," | said. "Fine. But what about ne? Wiy should | hel p youF

"Paynter will kill you if you don't," Belemsaid patiently. "If he doesn't his superiors will as

soon as it's established that you're a carrier of that nekronic killer, whatever it is. And
think I know. If you help nme | believe I can sol ve that

probl em t 0o.

"There are two obvious reasons why |'|ll protect you. First, |I can't get out of your brain unti
you're in physical contact with nme again. If you're killed before then the psychic rapport inpact
may kill me too. After we finish this job you'll get in the transmtter and return to the world

where | am now+the one where you first saw me. As for the second reason—=

A sudden, violent contraction of all ny nmuscles, like a

simul taneous cranp in every linb, doubled me up without the slightest warning. | fell forward-saw
the floor hurtling toward me—and felt ny rebellious nmuscles relax again just in time to save
nmyself froma crash. | was so startled that | scarcely noticed the | ance of gauzy light, tendriled

like a cobweb, that floated in the spot fromwhich I had just been hurled. But Belenis thought
said, "Paralysis projector!”

VWhat happened after that took alnbst no tine at all

When | got ny feet under ne | whirled and faced the opened door-panel and the nan standing there
in arrested notion, weapon lifted. It was Paynter, his pale eyes glittering, his nmouth drawn down
in a grimace of anger and surprise. The weapon had a basket-hilt and a nuzzle that |ooked Iike
rubbery lips, puffing in and out petulantly.

Bel em had sensed his presence before | did. It was the Mechandroid' s control of ny nmotor reflexes
that had jerked nme forward in a spasnodi c dodge that barely cleared the blast of the puffing
weapon.

I had no weapon of ny own. Paynter was centering his on me for a second, nore accurate shot. |
hadn't the ghost of an idea howto avoid it.

"What do | do now?" | demanded in desperation of the mind in ny brain.
"I don't knowbe quiet, I'mtrying to think!" was all Belemhad to offer

I sought Paynter's eyes, trying to put hypnosis into ny own, saying, "Now wait a mnute, Paynter!
Hol d on! |-—=

He did not answer in words. He raised the weapon and took deliberate aimat nme. | wondered whet her
he had been following fromthe first, how much he knew-why he chose to kill me now, w thout
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hearing a word of defense. He wasn't even curious about how |I'd got here.

The puffy nouth of his weapon sucked in deeply and began to pout out again. |In another second a
web of light would shoot out at me and there was no room here even to dodge again, without
colliding with that pedestal upon which the marble in its glass box rested. If | dodged |'d hit
it.

If | dodged |'d-
That was the answer, of course. So obvious neither of us

had seen it. It was the sinplest answer in the world. | alnost |aughed as | snatched the gl ass box
fromits resting place and, in the same quick notion, hurled it straight at Paynter's face.

No one can say he wasn't fast. H's mnd recogni zed the danger | had dropped in his hands in the
sane instant his mnuscles reacted. There was only one possible thing to do, and he did it. He
dropped his gun and caught the precious and terribly dangerous box in md-air.

| didn't stop to watch. | was al ready hal fway through the door of the matter-projector by the tine
Paynter's weapon hit the floor. | slamred the door shut with one kick and put ny hands on the wal
where the dials were.

"Belem " | thought urgently.

On the other side of the slamed door, Paynter would be rushing the box back into place, back into
its bath before the two-minute interval elapsed that would activate the thing and stop all matter-
transmission for a cubic nmle. If he funbled it | was stuck here—unl ess Bel em noved fast.

Luckily he nmoved. My fingers, without ny own volition, were hastily spinning the verniered dials.
Tarni shed netal walls flashed into view around ne.

XVl SPACE WRECK

BELEM said, "No, we're not going out. W're in the transmitter of an abandoned space-ship around
Centaurus Il. We located it fromour |aboratory years ago. W know a good nany of these out-of the-
way transmitters, useful in cases just like this. |I can't set the controls to take us directly to
my headquarters or Paynter could sinply read the dials and follow us as he did fromthe Swan
Garden. "

I found | was breathing hard. The Mechandroid said we'd have to hurry. "W transported severa
cubic yards of air with us bfe that won't last long. Here, let me—=

| watched nmy hands nove deftly on the corroded dials.

I had one dizzying noment in which | thought of the terrible deeps of space all around us, the
dead ship circling an alien star-group while our last air seeped out around us into the infinities
of the dark.

Fortunately for ny own sanity, | had very little tinme in nmy turbulent hours in this nmiddle future
to pause and think. | had been catapulted into a culture so different fromny own that nmy m nd
could not, | think, have endured the concept of those vast spaces which everyone here took as a
commonpl ace. It was only in the small, unchanging superficialities of the culture that |I could

conceive bf it at all

The wal | s shi mered, blurred—were translucent netal through which I could see a circle of bright
green grass and a ring of |owroofed houses whose eaves turned up |ike Chinese roofs. The only
living things in sight were a pigeon, flying low and trailing a red ribbon in its beak, and a dog

who ran bel ow, junping to catch the ribbon now and then. | could hear it barking.
"Hurry," Belem said and ny hands found the dials on the clouded transparency of the wall. These
dials were set in rings of colored tile but they worked |ike any other dials. | turned them the

room bl urred

I had had no idea there could be such a variety of transmtter-receiver roons. Few of them had
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transparent walls, so that | had to guess what |ay outside, but the roons thenselves ranged from
functional steel boxes to padded | ounges. Several times they swamwith the perfune of exotic
unknowns who nust just have stepped out after a trip fromwho could begin to guess where?

And once two wilting flowers the size of dinner-plates and colored a deep plushy crinson lay on a
gl ass floor where sone travel er had dropped them stepping out. They went with us through four

transitions and we left themat the fifth when Belemsaid at last, "Here we'll get out. It's
anot her concourse. | think we'll be safe nowif we take a long junp to nmy base | aboratory. QOpen
t he door."

Li ke the other concourse it rem nded nme vividly, of the Tines Square shuttle. Crowds hurried
across vafct open spaces, vanished into cubicles and poured from other cubicles

in an intricate nesh of novenment that |inked a whol e gal axy together

"See that row of doors with the blue lights over then?" Belemsaid. "Try to find an enpty booth. |
think the third fromthe end—=

A door opened as he indicated—with my own hand—whi ch one he neant and a fat man in a long furred
cl oak upon which snow lay in still unnelted crystals cane bustling inportantly out, beating his
cl oak as he cane.

| stepped in, closed the door, avoiding the puddles of nelting snow which the fat man had tracked
in fromsone world | couldn't inmagine. Perhaps Earth.

"These roons would be a fine way to spread di sease, wouldn't they?" | asked Belemas | reached for
the dial. "No telling where this snowwater cane from but it'll go along with us, | suppose, and
we'll track your |aboratory with nelted water from Neptune or Canopus or—

"It is nost unlikely," Bel em began pedantically in ny nind, "that you would find snow—=

"Ckay, okay. Forget it." | had just uncovered a disturbing thought. | was a carrier of disease
nyself. Had | been sowi ng the nekronic death on a dozen worlds already, |eaving the virus in
transmitters for those who canme after nme to carry still farther abroad?

"There is no way of knowi ng that yet," Belemsaid. "Turn the dials." | did.

It seened to nme that this tine the vibration of the transmission was a little |onger and nore
viol ent than before. | wondered if we were going an unusually long distance. Then the room
steadi ed again and | pushed open the door

| expected the | aboratory, enormously braced, enneshed with catwal ks and, sparkling far across the
room the bright neural, webbing that neant the dangerous man-machi ne was in the maki ng. Perhaps
Bel em s notionless figure would stand there waiting beside the door

I | ooked out into the seething concourse we had just left. The fat man in the snowy cloak was only
a dozen paces away in the crowd. W had not stirred fromthis station.

"Try again," Belemsaid in nmy mnd, after what seened a very long pause, full of strain.

| tried. The room shook and blurred, steadied. | opened the door. *
The concourse was till there. This time the fat man had al nost vani shed in the crowd though
could still see his fur cloak swing out as he dodged to avoid a group of adol escents with bright

knapsacks on their shoul ders, bound for-what resort world in what distant corner of the gal axy?

"Shut the door," Belemsaid. | got a feeling of tight-reined control fromhis mnd superinposed
upon nine. He was frightened, trying to keep panic down. "This is very sinple," he said, perhaps
as much to hinmself as to me. "The receiver in our laboratory is no |onger working.

"It can mean only one thing—Paynter nust have known all al ong where we were. O he had access to
those who did know. However he found us he nust already have sent the weapon ahead." He didn't
nane the weapon, but | caught his nental picture of the golden narble in the glass box.
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"Al right," | said. "That lets me out, then. W're finished."

"Not at all." Belenlis thought was sharp. "W nust find the nearest receiver to the |aboratory that
works. It will be sonewhere in the city. Then we nust waBc. There are secret entrances the
government can't possibly have found yet. After all there hasn't been tinme for nuch to happen. But
I must get back to ny body and you'll be safer with us than with the governnent."

"I't looks nore to ne as if we'd be safe in jail together,"” | said.
"Try the dials again," was all Belemreplied.

Soneone was knocking inpatiently on the door of the cubicle as the walls shimered again and the
Il ong stretches of infinite space drew out between this world and the nanel ess place of the

| aboratory. | suppose the particles of ny body dispersed along that path and reassenbl ed again. |
never did know nmuch about how it worked. But when ' ny head cleared | was in another room
smal l er, square, snelling of nmachine oil. | opened the door

This was it. | remenbered the strange, pale daylight, the bands of thin borealic |light across the
bl ack sky, the double sun swinging far off and not very bright above the tine-ruined city.

But it was a very busy city this time. Men in uniformwere hurrying through the streets in | ow
square cars that floated w thout wheels, quite fast. Goups of themflickered and materialized and
groups flickered and were gone at the transm ssion-centers which were this city's transportation
system Far off over the rusty roofs a cone of blue-white light, blinding in that dark daylight,
seermed to clanp down over sonething at the city's edge—+ coul d guess what.

"Hurry," Belemsaid in ny mnd. "Qut here, around the next corner and step on the black disc in
the paverment. If you nove fast | don't think anyone will recognize you, though a cordon nust be
out for you by now. They'll expect us."

"Me, not us," | said, dodging through the doorway. "I wouldn't be surprised if Paynter let ne go
and then trailed me with the idea | mght lead himto you. He'll have a lot of explaining to do
now that |'m m ssing. But he can't have guessed you were there—nore or less—all the tinme. Here's
the di sc. Now what ?"

"Step on it," Belemsaid. "The dark half."

The circle was six feet across, half dark, half palish
The pale half was unmarked, but the dark half had an arrowinlaid in it which was pointing right.
| stepped gingerly on the arrow.

I was standing on the pale half of a large disc. But not the same one. The buildings were
different around me. A carload of soldiers drifted rapidly past toward one of the bigger discs,
floated over it, centered and vani shed.

"At the next corner," Belemurged me. "Take the dark half again. Hurry!"

Leap by mraculous leap | traversed the dark clear air of that curious city. And as | went it
seenmed to ne | began to get a glimer of the decoration which had once nmade it spectacular inits
heyday, sonething one couldn't see froma single standpoint but grasped bit by bit as one went
through great arcs and vistas of its streets.

One bit at a tine showed nothing but each | eap through

space, each glinpse froma different point, built up alittle nore of the plan in the nenory, so
that eventually a strange concept of the art energed, a step farther than the architecture of ny
own day, when solids and surfaces were used. Here novenent and di stance were of equal inportance
Li ke a noving picture, except that it was the city which stood still and the watcher who noved.

Presently Bel em halted nme. W had cone out near a fenced enclosure full of hunks of junked
machi nery, floating cars that still hovered notionless just off the ground, all their ribs
showi ng, small |ifeboats from beached spaceshi ps, odds and ends of jetsamwholly naneless to ne.
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"Over there, the little ship under the girders,
clinmb intoit."

Bel em sai d. "Make sure nobody's watching, then

I did, wondering who had last sat in the tattered | eather bucket-seat before the instrument panel
what he had seen through the gl ass, what wecked liner and whirling stars. Beleminterrupted the
fancies inpatiently. Under his orders | pushed the seat aside and.pulled up a trap in the floor. A
| adder went down.

Nobody had di scovered this passage yet, though | expected to find at any corner that sonebody was
waiting for me with a paralyzer that puffed rubber lips inv and out. At the end |I tapped a signa
on a nmetal door and after awhile sonmeone pulled it creaking open

The gigantically braced | aboratory was blue with snoke and bluer with the bunding |ight of the
cone that hung above it, glaring through the broad w ndows.

Bel em s notionless figure waited where he had left it.
XI X THE MARBLE

IT WAS curious to ook into his face and find it alien, he who had been so intimate a part of ny
m nd. The enotionl ess features, the strange, quicksilver eyes belonged to De Kalb but the voice
was—as |/pointed out to hi mthe voice of Esau.

He wasn't anused. He seened to find his own body rather strange for a nonent or two, for after he
had left me he tried it out stiffly, noving to and fro with short steps.

"You | ook Iike De Kalb," | said, watching him "You nove |ike De Kalb. Belemwftere is De Kalb
now?"

He gave ne a swift, strange, enotionless look. "I told you | was beginning to understand," he
said. "I was. But | haven't the full answer yet and—ook, Cortland."

| followed his gesture. The enornmous room braced with its nonstrous girders, lay before us. There
was orderly activity all through the vast place, centering around a control panel that m ght be
the device creating the done of light that shielded this area, a white wall curtaining off

everyt hing outside the wi ndows. Sonetinmes coruscating flashes sparkled here and there al ong the
curtain. Attacks—failing? So little tinme had el apsed, really, since we left Paynter. This siege
nmust be less than half an hour old and its full violence yet to cone.

Under a web of shimering fire at the far side of the roomthe table still stood with a body
stretched out on it. Here nost of the figures were at work on their second-stage Mechandroid,
waiting for it to cone alive.

"That's the nost inportant thing that's happening here now," Belemsaid gravely. "I'm needed. |
have no time nor nental energy to spare to solve your puzzles for you. Later, if we live, 111
try."

He turned swiftly away from nme and crossed the big roomtoward the table. |I followed in silence.

The second-stage Mechandroid lay quiet on its table, its eyes closed, the face serene and not

qui te human. There was, | thought, a renote fanmiliarity about it too. Belen? | glanced at him
recogni zing a likeness but not enough to explain the feeling that | had seen this nan before. Man?
Machi ne? Both and either.

"I's he alive yet?" | asked.

"I't should take about four days nore," one of the workers answered in English,. speaking with
mechani cal precision. He sounded as if he had | earned the | anguage fromrecords, so accurately
that he reproduced even the buzz and click of the recordi ng machine.

"He is beginning to think and be alive already, but he

will not be finished for four days. Before then our defenses will have gone down, | think. W
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haven't enough power to maintain the bl ocking»screens for |ong."

"Couldn't we all go out the way | cane in?" | asked. "W could not take himalong. No, it's
i mpossible. Al we can do is defend ourselves as long as we can and hope to finish in tine. |
doubt if we will," he added casually.

"The other time a second-stage Mechandroid was attenpted,” | said rather tactlessly, "they blew up
the whole city, didn't they? Wiy don't they do it now?"

"That was recognized as an error at the tinme," Belemtold nme. "They have inproved siege weapons
now and they will be curious about our devices. W nust do the blowi ng up ourselves to prevent

them when the time conmes." "But you'll go right on working until— "Naturally." Bel em sounded
surprised. "There is a denonstrable mathenatical chance that we may succeed. It would be foolish
to throw such a chance away. | was set a problem you see, and | nust work to solve it as long as

I amable to nove and think. This is part of the solution—this second-stage Mechandroid."

"I should think," | said with even less tact, "that you'd have a sort of built-in block agai nst
maki ng anything really dangerous to civilization."

"So we have, within linmts. This creation will not be basically destructive. Paynter is wong.
Human t hi nkers are very often wong. The Man-Machine will endanger only obsol ete things that
shoul d be destroyed. Humans ignore the obvious fact that machi nes can evolve exactly as nmen can
They have evol ved.

"What is a city but a nmachine? Sooner or later it would have been necessary to create a second-
stage Mechandroid anyhow. The coning problens will be too complex for solution by either humans or
Mechandroi ds. "

Bel em | ooked down inpassively at the serene sleeping face. Then he turned and wal ked away with a
pur poseful stride. | trailed himcuriously. W ducked under girders and circled groups of workers
who ignored us, reaching at last a rusty wall that opened under Belem s touch. | |ooked into the
ti me-worn roomof matter-transm ssion fromwhich | had first glinpsed this scene.

On the rusted floor a silver marble lay. That was all

"I't was gold before,” | said stupidly.

"Sinple transnmutation. It's a tricky pattern of radio-elenents.”
"It's so small," | said.

"Pick it up.”

| tried. | could easily slip ny fingers around it but it wouldn't budge. It might have been
riveted to the floor.

"Not hi ng—o known force-has power enough to nove a negatively-charged activated matrix of this
type," Bel em sai d.

"The wel | - known i movabl e body. "

" Eh?"

"You know t hat paradox. What happens when an irresistible force nmeets an i nmovabl e body?"
"But the existence of one autonmtically negates—

"That's just my conpensatory hunor,"” | said. "lI'mscared to death, so I'mjoking." He didn't seem
entirely satisfied. Wll, neither was I.

I kicked at the thing and hurt my toes.

I can't describe that battle because | didn't understand what was going on. It was probably an
epic. | couldn't tell. Qutside the windows the shining wall occasionally sparkled and sonetines
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bells would ring and the needl es on gauges would junmp wildly. From outside our protective shell it
was probably a nore spectacul ar scene.

Inside there wasn't even a feeling of tension because the Mechandroi ds went calmy about their
duties and showed no sign of nervousness. Belem got busy on tasks of his own. | wandered around
and watched, trying to nake nyself believe | was a war correspondent. Sonetinmes | went back and
| ooked into the matter-transnmitter at the silver marble. It just lay there.

That was the strange, yet obvious point about this future—I didn't understand the sinplest basic
things. | got glinpses of the Galaxy in operation, but | didn't know why it worked that way. A
Neandert hal er | egman on the Piltdown Chronicle nmight have had some sinmilar difficulty in witing a
feature story about OCak Ridge so his hairy readers could understand it.

Vell, with matter-transm ssion, you could |ive on a planet

naned South Nowhere, right on the edge of the Galaxy at the junping-off-place, and yet be able to
reach out your hand and pick up a California orange, practically fresh off the tree. *

Space didn't nean anything any nore, so concepts of thinking based on famliar spatial franes of
reference had to change. Except, perhaps, as far as initial exploration went. The first matter-
transmitter had to be taken bodily to its destination. After that you could step into a
transmitter on earth and step out on South Nowhere.

So, inawar inthis tinme, the trick was to i mobilize your opponent. Nail himdow—as we were
nail ed down. After that, just keep poundi ng.

VWhat we needed was a cl aw hamer to pull up that nail

| had seen enough of this future to begin thinking galac-tically. Stray thoughts crossed ny

m nd—+andom concepts invol ving yanking Centaurus Il out of its orbit, clanmping on a tractor-
beamwhat the devil was a tractor-bean?—and letting Centaurus pull up the silver marble, as a
tractor pulls a mred car out of the ditch. | nentioned this idea to Belem He said it was a

striking bit of fantasy but not very practical -and what was a tractor-bean?
Di scouraged, | sat down and thought sone nore.
"What makes you think the second-stage Mechandroid can destroy the nekron?" | asked Bel em

He kept working on a cryptic device conposed chiefly of vari-colored | enses. H s placid face never
changed.

"l can only hope so," he said. "He was designed expressly to solve that problemand he will have a
fifty-five-power brain, conpared to ny twenty-power one. Hell be a tool —an extension of the
soci al nechanism"

"Wth free will?"

"Yes—within obvious linmts. Hell have to fulfil his purpose. He wouldn't be functional unless he
did that."

"What is his purpose? Besides destroying the nekron?"
"l told you he was an extension. Like the specialized tool of your hand.”
"But | can control ny hand."

"Not al ways consciously," Belem pointed out. "If you suddenly found yourself falling your hand
woul d sei ze the

nearest grip. Extend that parallel a bit farther and i magi ne your hand has a brain of its own.

"It will do—within its linmts—what a hand can do best and it would know its potentialities better
than you could. And it wouldn't try to rebel, because it's part of the unit. The second-stage
Mechandroid is a better hand for humanity—er a better brain in matters of intellect and logic."
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He turned to his work again, flashing lights on and off at what | ooked |ike random After a nonent
he went on speaki ng.

"As for the nekronic matter itself, it may be synbiotic or vanpiric. | wonder. Thought and matter
are very simlar. It nay be that nekronic matter has the potential ability to enbody itself
provided it finds a suitable host. It's significant that the creature itself is superficially
manl i ke. Quite possibly it uses whatever prey it feeds on as a pattern fromwhich to shape
itself."

"You think it feeds?

"You know as much as | about that. Probably nore if you were capable of thinking the thing
through. We don't know why the enbodi ed nekronic entity kills. The npost obvious solutionis to
replenish itself, to spread. Even a null-entropy organismmght do that, in a sort of reverse
pattern fromthe norm™"

He flashed a blue light thoughtfully and considered the results. So far as | could tell, there had
been none but Bel-em seened to fall into a mnor trance for a few m nutes, considering his work.

I was watching a rift like black lightning that ran across the light-wall outside. A red cloud
puffed through but the gap healed swiftly and the cl oud was dissi pated.

Belemtw sted a dial, bringing two | enses into sharper focus. "Very likely we'll never know " he
said. "W can't last much | onger now. A War Council has taken command of this planet."

"Not Paynter?"

"He's one of them That's odd. They've outvoted himthree tinmes already on the question of attack
He doesn't want us destroyed-whi ch neans he doesn't want you destroyed."

"Nice of him" | said. "After he tried to kill ne in the Subterrane."

"Paralyze, not kill," Belem corrected.

Silence after that, while Bel emworked and | watched. "Wat woul d happen i f you had
tinme and mat eri al enough to nake another of those narbles?" | inquired idly, after a while.

"A great deal. Both matrix-weapons—technically they're electronic matrices—aould be negatively
charged, and woul d repel each other. Unfortunately we have neither tine nor equipnent for that."

"What you need is a hacksaw to split that marble in two," | said. "Then they'd both change from
i movabl e bodies to irresistible forces and shoot each other out of the gal axy. Right?"

"Wong. Besides being inpossible it wouldn't help. You wouldn't have two electronic matrices of
the sane pattern as before. It's exactly the sane reason why the second-stage Mechandroi d woul dn't
be dangerous to the social body. The whole is never larger than the sumof its parts, and the sum
of the parts always equals the whole."

"Then you never heard of Banach and Tarski," | said. "“Wor

"Once | was assigned to wite a feature science story on their experinment. | did plenty of
research, because | had to find human interest in it sonewhere and it was pure mathematics. The
Banach- Tarski paradox, it was called—a way of dividing a solid into pieces and reassenbling them
to forma solid of different volune."

"I should renenber that," Belemsaid, "since |l have all your nenories. It was only theoretical
wasn't it?" He searched ny nenory. | felt unconfortable as though, under partial anaesthesia, |
wat ched a surgeon investigating ny digestive tract.

"Theoretical, sure," | said. "But | did a repeat on the subject later. It took twenty-three years
bef ore sonebody figured out howto apply the trick to a physical solid. | forget the details."
"No you don't," Belemsaid, turning fromhis work and staring at ne. "You have no control over
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your mind, that's all. But the information is stored there. Apparently | didn't
get all the details when Paynter searched your nenories. There's a nanme—Robi nson?"
"It could be. I don't know. "

H s face showed no change but | thought | sensed a growi ng excitenment within him "Cortland," he
said, "I want to enter your mnd again. | think—=

XX LAST DEFENSE

APPARENTLY he thought | m ght object—-not that that woul d have nade any difference—for the next
thing I knew the quicksilver eyes were growi ng |larger and the next instant they had changed and
refocused so that | saw them as it were, behind ny owmn eyes. | could see the notionless body of
Bel em st andi ng before ne but bis face was bl anker than ever.

Wthin nmy head, he spoke to ne. "Renenber. It's all there, in your nenory. The right associations
will recall it. The unconscious never forgets anything. Robinson. The University of —=

"California,” | thought and something clicked and swing open and | saw a page open before ne—a
page | had first read thousands of years ago—and the fine print swaminto renmenbered visibility.

' Prof essor Raphael M Robinson of the University of California now shows that it is possible to
divide a solid sphere into a mninmum of five pieces and reassenble themto formtwo spheres of the
same size and the original one. Two of the pieces are used to formone of the new spheres and
three to formthe other.

' Some of the pieces nmust necessarily be of such conplicated structure that it is inpossible to
assign volune to them Oherwi se the sumof the volunmes of the five pieces would have to be equal
both to the volune of the original sphere and to the sum of the volunes of the two new spheres,
which is twice as great.' "

That was all. It wasn't as nuch as Bel em woul d have

liked—+ could feel his inpatience and the way he seened to be shaking nmy mind over for nore
details but I couldn't give himwhat | didn't have. After awhile the metallic m nd unlinked from
m ne and in a nmonent the notionless figure before me stirred, turned without a word and began
meki ng tentative drawi ngs on the corner of a chart convenient upon the wall

When | asked him questions he told nme renmptely to go away.

That was how it started. There's no use in nmy trying to tell you howit ended. | didn't
understand. It would be ridiculous for me even to pretend I know how it was done in concrete fact
before ny eyes. But it was done.

Not easily. Not quickly. In fact it cane dangerously close to not being done at all, sinply
because it took so | ong.

I was able to watch the first stages of Belenls experinents. He knocked down the problem of |enses
and |ights upon which he'd spent so nmuch tine and began setting up theoretical paradoxes in three

di mensi ons, follow ng the Banach-Tarski geonetric plan. | watched himplaying with ghostly spheres
and angles of light until my head began to ache fromfollowi ng the changi ng shapes. Wat he was
attenpting was clearly inpossible. I wandered away after awhile and watched the play of lights

out side. The display had recently become a | ot nore spectacular and nore interesting to watch but
that was not good. Even | could see that, though nobody woul d answer ny questions. The mnethodi ca
machi ne- men were not pani cky but you could see they had accel erated their pace. They were
recogni zi ng the need for hurry.

The second-stage Mechandroid on its table had changed, too. The brilliant neural webbing above it
had sinplified. Light ran nowonly in the nmain channels, letting the finer nerve-wires run very
pal e, but the synapse-points glowed |ike stars along the major |ines.

And there was a pale glow hanging |i ke a cocoon of radiance | ow over the notionless figure.
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| watched little groups of workers cluster around it, bending their heads together over the table,
and | had the inpression that they were comunicating with their new born super-kinsman. | even
got the idea that he was advising

them for those who left the group went directly to work with a fresh inpetus.
It was a little like what nust go on in a hive as the workers cluster around the queen-not her
They were very definitely working against time now—perhaps agai nst hours, even m nutes.

It was when the black |ightning opened a second rift in the wall of shielding light that the |ast
gal vani ¢ spasm of activity before the end stirred the workers to their fina

t asks.

Anot her red cloud puffed through the wall where the lightning had ripped it but this time the
breach did not close. Instead, a horizontal pillar of red Iight |Iengthened through the snoke,
unfol ding straight toward the | aboratory

wal |'s.
It was then that a bell rang behind ne.

The effect was electrifying upon every Mechandroid in the building. Like everyone else | turned to
stare. Bel emwas standing back fromhis work-table, a | ook of smugness upon his otherw se
expressionl ess face.

"This is it," he said.

Even the crowd around the neural -web table thinned as the workers in the | aboratory fl ocked around
himto

wat ch.

He had a sphere about the size of a grapefruit, floating in md-air above his table. He did things
toit with quick flashes of light that acted exactly like knives, in that it fell apart wherever
the lights touched, but | got the inpression that those divisions were much | ess sinple than knife-
cuts woul d be. The light shivered as it slashed and the cuts nust have been very conpl ex, dividing
mol ecul es with a selective precision beyond nmy powers of conprehension.

The sphere floated apart. It changed shape under the lights. | ampretty sure it changed shape in
four dimensions, because after a while |I literally could not watch any nore. The shape did
agoni zing things to ny eyes when | tried to focus on it.

When | heard a long sigh go up sinultaneously fromthe watchers | risked a | ook again
There were two spheres floating where one had fl oated before.
"Anpebas can dp it," | said. "Wat's so wonderful about reproduction by fissionr

"Don't bother nme," Belemsaid. "But get ready to | eave when | give the word. There isn't nuch tine
left." He cast a worried glance at the w ndow.

Al'l over the enornpbus rooman orderly withdrawal was in progress. They had taken down the neura
webbi ng over the big table and were setting up a | ower webbing on the table itself, just within

the radiati on of that cocoon of light. |I could see now that the table was no | onger supported on
| egs but floated free of the floor. They were ready to nove it, obviously, which rmust nean that

matter-transm ssion was about to resume operation

'Take this tube," Belemsaid, "and go over to the transmtter. Careful, hold it with the blue side
up. I'lIl be with you in a nminute."

"Even if you can do it again with the silver marble," | renmarked, taking the tube, "can you be
sure you'll be any forrader? Nothing nuch happened when these two spheres shaped up."
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"The marble, as you call it," Belemsaid, busily unhooking a glass spiral fromits base, "is in
effect an electron now, a negatively charged unit. Have you any idea how nany tons of repul sion
exi st between cat hode-ray particles, for instance, no matter how far apart they may be?

"You' re about to see a denonstration. The degree of repulsion is practically infinite for our
pur poses. Wen you get over there, open the transmtter door—and hurry, will you?"

The silver marble lay there on the floor of the transmitter, dully gleaming in the red light from
the | aboratory. The |light was red because that cylinder of crinson had breached the protective
radi ati ons outside and was reaching i nward, quivering back under the assaults of defense-lights,
but stubbornly gaining yard by yard toward the | aboratory wall.

Bel em wor ked nethodically, setting up his tubes and prisns. The table cocooned with bright webbing
floated now just beside the door, ready to go out first when

transm ssion functioned again. | could see dinly the face of the sleeper inside. The serenity of
that face was inpressive in a way | can't descri be.

The second-stage Mechandroid slept, yes, but he wasn't wholly asleep now. The m nd of the machine
was awakening. It was tinme for it to wake. | could feel sonething in the very air that told ne
what was happeni ng behi nd those i npassive, enotionless features.

The shape of the features disturbed ne, too. There was that haunting fam liarity which | had no
time nowto track down. But | knew | had seen it before.

There wasn't nmuch tine for speculation. | think the |aboratory defenses collapsed all at once.
heard no warning but overl oaded screens suddenly went down with blinding soundl ess | ashes between
us and the attacking forces. | think Bel em nust have been drawi ng heavily on the power-reserves in
order to finish his experinent in geonetric paradox.

He didn't seem surprised, nor did the others, when there was a dazzle of red and green brilliance
in conflict, streanming |like colored |ightnings through the vast room making the tw sted girders
stand out in black silhouette. One of the Mechandroids at Bel emis el bow said sonething in one of
the | anguages of this age which neant nothing to ne.

Bel em asked hi ma question. | caught the name of Payn-ter in the answer.

Bel em noved a prism His voice was quick but very calm And this tinme as he spoke | caught an
overtone in the air which the others perhaps, had been realizing for sone nmnutes. | can't say
what it was. A pressure, a deep, serene wave, a quality of newness and difference too intangible
to nane.

But it was there. After a noment or two | knew what it was.

The sl eeper was awake. Not physically yet. H's body renai ned hel pless in the cocoon of light. But
the m nd was speaking to the mnds of his creators, a smboth strong mnd functioning |like perfect,
machi nery with a deep hum of power.

Belem | aid down his tools and turned to nme, gripped ny arm urged ne away toward a sl opi ng catwal k
that spanned the great room

"What's the matter?" | asked in bewi ldernent, following himwlly nilly, because | could feel the
metal of his nmachine-ancestry in that tight .grip. "Sonething wong? Wn't the gadget work?"

"I't will work. You and | are needed el sewhere now. The others can handl e the escape.”

"But | wanted to watch—

"There is no tine. You won't see the denonstration, after all."

| | ooked at hi m dubiously. There seened to be no threat in his tone, but then there never was.

"What' s happeni ng?"
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"A platoon of nen is attacking under Paynter. We nust hold them back until the natter-transmtter
is reactivated. |1'macting under orders. The second-stage Mechandroid is consci ous enough to take
charge. He told me what to do—I ook!"

XXI
I NFECTI ON SPREADI NG

AND t hat was when the | ast defense of all went down. There was a blazing flash of crinson that
seermed to lick every corner of the room It died and the white-lit air trenbled a little inits
wake. But only for an instant.

Then, from sonewhere outside, a spear of red |ight drove at us and, al nbst concurrently, a stee
piston, ten feet thick, shot out |like a battering-ramafter it. | had a single glinpse of that
bl ank solid-steel muzzle rushing forward like a Titan's fist—then it crashed through the wall of
the building, with a thunderous inpact and a shriek of torn and tw sted netal, and ripped an
irresistible path through the great girders.

It halted.

That cylinder of netal nust have been nore than half a mile long. Thirty feet of it extended
through the riven wall into the chanber where we stood.

The bl ank nuzzl e opened |ike a shutter. Through a trans-

parent wall | saw a little roombanked with intricate control boards, and Paynter in a bucket-
seat, his eyes shielded by darkened | enses, his nouth drawn down in a grinmace as his hands noved
swiftly across the panel before him

A section of the cylinder dropped away. Fromits interior cane |eaping nen, hooded and arnored 'by
light-colored suits of webbing. Each carried one of the basket-hilted paral ysis-weapons.

| risked a | ook behind nme. Far away, down a long vista of arched girders, | could see the
Mechandroi ds gathered in a little group about the floating platformon which the second-stage
Mechandroid lay and | thought that quick flashes of |light were noving there—the sane knife-I|ike
stabs of brightness I had seen when Bel em divi ded his experinmental sphere.

But the soldiers of Paynter were getting dangerously cl ose—npre than a score of them inhuman and
frightening in their hoods and protective suits.

Deliberately Belemturned his back on the soldiers running toward us and | ooked at ne.

Twi ce before | had had this experience. But it wasn't a trick you could get used to—the

qui cksi |l ver eyes expandi ng, rushing forward, slipping, inside your head—and, inpossibly, noving
into place |ike supplenmentary | enses so that Bel emwas | ooking out through nmy own eyes, from
within my mnd.

| felt his will grip mne with paralyzing strength. Perhaps he thought | mght resist. Certainly I
woul d have, had | known what he intended.

Then he had control of ny brain as well as my body. Belenms thought? But they were ny own
t hought s—superi nposed, directing—

He was using ny mind, as he might use a tel egraph-key, to send out a nessage—a summons.

| had tine only to realize what it was Belemwas calling. There was no tine to react, to fight the
sumons—for the answer cane al nost upon the heels of the call

From hi gh above the great room | could see that answering shadow sweep into sight. It came out of
nowhere, literally out of nowhere, springing into being and noving for-

ward with a speed so blinding | could not focus upon it. | had again that instant of recognition
of revul si on—+that know edge of its burning speed.
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And then the nova of pure energy exploded outward, as it had done so many tines before, from
somewhere in the center of ny consci ousness.

But this time it was different. Never before had the thing been deliberately sumobned. Whatever it
was, from where-ever it cane, it had always before struck of its own will. Now it struck through
m ne—through Belenls, speaking with my mind. And that gave it a significance and a quality of

cul mnation which its com ng had never had before. This tine it nmeant sonething. This tine,

per haps, | woul d know The shock of energy blinded me. | waited for the fading to begin.

There was no fading. Instead a second shock followed close upon the first, then another and
anot her —wave after rising wave, tide upon tide of devouring violence. Nothing |like this had ever
happened before. | was too sick and shaken with the overloading of my nerves, the staggering bl ows
of sensation that battered me. | could not think or reason. | only knew that this time | was | ost,
drowned in the bursting viol ence.

It would not cease. It would never cease. It would go on forever

| saw the shadow of violence fade froma face. Across what seenmed to be w de distances | saw the
refl ection of uninmagi nabl e viol ence ebb. Yes—the nind behind that face had known the staggering
onrush of inhuman tides as deeply as ny own.

In the control roomof the great steel cylinder Paynter net nmy gaze—and | read sick horror in his
eyes.

I could not nmove. Every nerve in ny body felt burned out, short-circuited. | could see and hear a
little; that was all. | saw Bel emcl anbering up into the holl ow side of the huge piston
In a nonment he appeared behind Paynter. Paynter, | thought, tried to nove. H s stare broke away

frommne. But the Mechandroid' s hands darted out, touching Payn-

ter's neck, his head, his spine. Belem spoke a word and took Paynter's shoulder as the latter
rose.

Bel em s qui cksilver eyes were no longer within ny nind, | realized.

But I wasn't thinking clearly. | had forgotten the arnored sol diers.

Now | saw them They were quite dead, all of them | saw how they had died. | renenbered the chain
of bursting explosions as the killing shadow had swept down from above.

It was gone nowbut it had fed well.

Bel em and the silent obedient figure of Paynter cane toward ne. | felt the Mechandroid's fingers
reach out and probe deeply into ny flesh. There was brief pain, then | could nobve again. But |
still could not think very clearly. Belemseened to be listening to a voice | couldn't hear, He

said, as if to hinmself, "There isn't nuch time— and urged both of us forward. Now that | turned,
I could see that the matter-transm ssi on chanber at the other end of the roomwas enpty. The
crowdi ng Mechandroids with their slowy waking Sl eeper had gone. They had stepped, in so many
instants, fromthis place to sone other planet that night be anywhere at all in the inmeasurable
vast ness of the Gal axy.

"Cone," Belem said and we noved toward the natter-transmtter.
The rusted netal walls shimered around us, faded, vani shed.

Across the depths of space the atons that nade us up di spersed, drew out, reintegrated again.
Bright alloy plates shimered into being. W had stepped again fromone world to another

Bel em pushed t he panel open. W stepped out—nto a cavern of dusty rock

On the floor at our feet a little glittering tree stood notionless, beside it a flat netal sheet
with wire bars. Bel em sighed with satisfaction.
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"I didn't think they could do it," he said. "Wrd went out to one of us in the |aboratories to get
these things re-

placed but | didn't really think-well, there just isn't much
I time. Cortland, bring Paynter here, please.”

| obeyed, nmoving in a curious dreamike state, the aftermath perhaps of that nonstrous rapport
with the slaying shadow. Bel em was kneeling beside the barred device dial Dr. Essen had used to
create the vibratory matrix that had isolated us from space.

"Usel ess," he said. "As | half suspected.” | |ooked up at the enclosing walls of stone, beyond

whi ch ny own honme planet stretched. It was curiously conforting to know that the rock overhead and
the rock underfoot were the native structure of Earth. Here, on this uneven floor, my own body had
fallen to dust.

I wondered if the drifts in which our feet left prints had once been—

"This is the cave of the time-axis, then," | said slowy. "And it's no good. Not if you can't work
the machine Dr. Essen used. Is it too conplicated even for you, Belen? | should have thought—=

"That isn't the problem It's conparatively sinple, really. The trouble anpbunts to personalized
mental nutation. We could understand how a thing as sinple as a Neanderthal -er's battle hamer
wor ked but we couldn't use it—we don't have the sanme nuscul ar training and bal ance. And nenta
habits are far nore subtle.

"An invention, in practical application, fits its age and the people of that age. By studying this

apparatus, | could work back to the basic principle and construct sonething simlar that would
operate in nmy hands. But only Dr. Essen could use the device that's so conpletely hers. In effect
it's an extension of her mind. And we're in a hurry. |1've had to make other plans.”

He gl anced toward the closed panel of the transmitter and before he had finished speaking, it
began to open. | think there was some nental warning which Mechandroi ds coul d exchange over

consi derabl e di stances. Belem put a restraining hand on ny arm"as a second Mechandroi d stepped
into the cavern. He came directly fromsone world of dust and wind, for his hair was wildly bl own
and a reddi sh dust shook fromhis garnents as he noved. He carried very carefully in both hands a
m | ky-white crystalline egg.

Wthout a word he cane forward, put it in Belem s hands and turned back to the transnmitter. It
si ghed shut behind himand he was gone—back, perhaps, to the wind and dust of his unknown worl d.

Gngerly Belemlaid the crystalline globe on the floor between the glass tree and the usel ess
Essen devi ce.

"This will do what has to be done," he said, |looking dowmn at it. "G ve us a tenporary force-field.
It doesn't tap the basic cosnic energies as Dr. Essen's does but | hope it will protect us |ong
enough. After the second-stage Mechan-droid wakes we'll be safe. He can take over."

"And do what?" | asked, a little rebelliously. "Keep us asleep, set up a matrix to guard us—sure
And then send us in to the future? Maybe | don't want to go any nore. \Wat good could | do there
al one? De Kal b's gone. Dr. Essen's gone. Even Murray woul d have been nore hel p than nobody. As it
is, 1'd rather stay right here. It looks like an interesting world, what little |I've nanaged to
see of it. If you hadn't interfered | think | could have got along very well with Paynter."

"Except for one thing," he said calmy. "You' re a carrier of the nekronic infection, as | think
the Peopl e of the Face may have planned fromthe beginning. As a spur to prevent just what you' ve
suggested. "

"Why are you going, then?" | demanded. "It has nothing to do with you."

"Yes, it does have. Two things. First—+ don't know why |'m going. The order cane and | nust obey
it."

"From t he second-stage Mechandroi d?" | asked incredul ously.
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"Yes. The second reason is"—He | ooked up at nme over his shoulder. He was kneeling to puzzle over
the Essen machi ne, and gave ne a sudden cool snile. "I go under orders,"” he said. "You go because
of the nekronic spur. Do you know why Paynter nust go too?"

"Because you've got himhypnotized," | said. "Wy else?"
"Paynter is infected too." . | gaped at him
"Of course he is. Wy else did he fail to kill you when he knew the danger you carried wherever

you went? But suppose he had killed you—and the nurders went on? The

aut horities would have had to | ook further—&ejr would bwe found Paynter hinself. So | ong as you
lived, you were |ke

obvi ous scapegoat . "

"All right," | said slowy. "It adds up. Is that die attf reason why he has to go with us? Does
your second- Mage Mechandroi d care about that?"

"Of course not." Belemhad turned fromthe nystifying Essen machi ne and was working carefully with
the mlky-crystal globe now, his large fingers noving over it with the same clunsy deftness | had
wat ched so often in De Kalb's identical fingers.

"Of course not. The real reason is very different. You' ve probably guessed it already. Do you not
know, really, why you have trusted ne so far? If your mnd had put up any real opposition, |
couldn't have done all | did with it. Don't you know why you and | nust go on to the world of the
Face together—as toe first set out to do?"

| stood there in the dusty cavern, in perfect silence, not surprised to find that I was trenbling
alittle as his netal eyes nmet mine. After a long tinme | said, very softly, in a shaken
questi oni ng voi ce, "De Kal b-De Kal b?"

"l think so," he said calmy. Then he reached out and with one finger stirred the heavy dust on
the floor. He looked ip at ne, smling wyly. "De Kalb is there. De Kalb is that. But here— He
struck his head a light rap, "Here | think he itill lives. Latent. In abeyance. But still here."

| sat down suddenly, in the dust that nmay once have >een Jerry CGortland. | was renenbering the
sudden oblivion hat had briefly overtaken all of us who were duplicates of the sleepers in the
cave as those original bodies fell apart.

"There woul d be no reason for you to go on to the Wrld of the Face alone,"” he said, "if you went
al one. But you won't. You can't. You never have been al one, have you, in his era? A ways Topaz—who
is Dr. Essen, asleep—er Payn-er, who is Mirray, asleep, or |-who am De Kal b—ere with fou. None of
us knew. Al of us have been noving along the ines of sonme pattern vaster than we can guess. Only
now it >egins to emerge a little."

As | drew a breath to speak, the sound of the opening
panel startled us both. Only Paynter, standing motionless in
be grip of his hypnosis, did not move. My quick start was

futile but Belenls two hands covered the crystal globe, ready, | think, to activate it and throw
out the tenporary force-field that would isolate us fromattack—for awhile.

XXI'l  REUNI ON

WE WERE both expecting soldiers to cone pouring fromthe transnitter. But no one cane through the
open panel . Instead, a voice spoke. A wonan's voice, cool, clear, |evel.

"Ira?" it said. "M. Cortland? Colonel Murray, are you there?"

Dr. Essen! | thought. Letta Essen! An instant |ater Topaz cane al one across the threshold.
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It was Topaz and yet—+t was Letta Essen too, nore clearly than | had ever seen her before in the
girl's amazi ngly adaptabl e features.

"I expected this," Belemsaid with perfect calm "I didn't even send for her, | was so sure she
woul d have to cone. It's the pattern, Cortland. It's working itself out faster and faster now,
beyond our control, | think. Is she Letta Essen?"

I nodded in bew |derment. The voice was not Dr. Essen's, of course, for it cane fromthe voca
cords of Topaz, but it was not Topaz's voice either. It was cool, enptionless, nobody's voice.
Di spassi on speaki ng al oud. And the face was Topaz's face but changed, different.

I had seen the alnost fluid nobility with which every enption altered those |lovely features but |
had not been prepared for a change like this. And the ego, the soul, of Topaz was subnerged. A
tight, wary blackness was all that showed now-that and a sort of bright alarm

"The soldiers!" she was saying a little breathlessly now, as she hurried toward us across the dust
whi ch was her own disintegrated body. "They're following nme, Ira. It is Ira?" Her eyes were
questioning on Belen s face.

The Mechandroi d nodded. "They're follow ng you?" he demanded. "How nuch do they know? Never
m nd—you can tell us later. Activate your machi ne—quickly 1" And he gestured toward it.

She dropped to her knees beside the metal plate, hesitated, touched it doubtfully. "The
connections have been changed," she said. "I can put then back in order but"—she gl anced up~-"it
may take time." "How | ong?"

"Too long." She | ooked fromface to face, a little of Topaz's facile despair com ng through the
calm "The soldiers— Belem s breath hissed through his teeth. W turned, seeing the panel in the

wal | opening again. Bright uniforms gleanmed through the gap.

Bel emi s hands flashed with blinding speed above the crystal egg. Then a tower of golden |ight shot
up like a fountain and spread out above us. It thinned as it spread, canme showering down again
into an encl osi ng hemi sphere. Its brightness faded until we were | ooking through anber gl ass at
the soldiers who came swarmng fromthe transmtter, nore and nore with every opening and cl osing
of the panel. Their weapons spat fire at us.

A burst of starry light sparkled on the amber of our shield and di ed. Another nova flared and
faded agai nst the screen. And anot her

"W're safe," Belemsaid calmy. "For a few days, until the power dies. By then the second-stage
Mechandr oi d shoul d waken. But neanwhile, Dr. Essen—you had better repair your machine if you can."

She nodded, the bright curls tunbling. Then she rose and stepped carefully around the notionless,
glittering tree toward the mlky egg that was projecting our tenporary sal vation

"I can't renenber—very clearly," she said. "There was |ight—and then suddenly |I knew | was
mysel f—with some nenories of a girl called Topaz." She frowned. "Maybe it would be clearer if—ray
| see your projector, Ira? Belen? Wich are you, now?" She | ooked searchingly into his face.

"l amBelem" the Mechandroid said. "Do you know what it was that roused you out of the Topaz-
state and reawakened the Essen mind? W are nearly sure now that, in the nonent the tine-axis
shell and the sleeping bodies inside it crunbled, their sleeping mnds nerged with the m nds of
t he physical duplicates. Wiy is not yet known. Wiy the minds

of Paynter, Topaz and nyself remained domnant while Cortland' s subnerged the mnd of his
host is still—=

He paused. For Topaz-—bBbr. Essen—was bendi ng above the | um nous egg. Now she seized it, lifted it
high, and with one snooth gesture smashed it against the rocky floor

It was Topaz, of course—not Letta Essen, never Letta Essen.

The anber shell above us began to rift and shinmmer into tatters. Beyond it the arned nen pressed
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forward, shouting. A lance of hot white |light shot past Belenis head and spattered fire fromthe
rocky wall behind him Topaz |aughed, a shrill, high sound of pure excitenent.

Then Bel em noved.

He fell to one knee beside the shattered gl obe fromwhich anber |ight was dying swiftly. Hi s hands
settled down over it, heedl ess of the sharp, cutting edges of the broken crystal. And his body
began to gl ow

Swiftly the rifted light in the shell above us began to nmend itself. The anmber shining spread,
met, joined. The arnor strengthened, was solid again.

I could feel the tremendous energy pouring out of the Mechandroid's mind and body. It nmade the air
qui ver inside the hem sphere. As a nman nay suicidally bridge a gap between two charged electric

wires, so Belemwas using hinself now | saw himshudder as that frightful energy poured through
hi m
Paynter, forgotten in the nelee, suddenly stirred beside us. | saw himtake an uncertain step

forward, then another, the blankness fading fromhis face. Belemis nind was | osi ng control over
his. Released fromthe hypnosis, active now, our eneny—he energed from his paral ysis.

From outsi de the shell that was our only hope the confused shouts of the soldiers came thinly. One
voi ce rose above the rest, an officer's voice, full of urgent conmand.

"Topazl" it shouted. "Topaz-stop the Mechandroid!"

Her qui ck response nade doubl e clear what had been cl ear enough before. She was wholly their tool
She had never been Letta Essen. Their integrators had worked out the truth as quickly as the
Mechandr oi ds had fathoned it and Topaz

was a ready instrunment to their hands. She was still their npbst dangerous weapon and she had not
failed yet.

I heard her high, clear”™ laughter, in response to the call and | whirled in tine to see her snatch
out atiny, glittering weapon exactly like that rubber-1ipped paral yzer Paynter had once turned
upon ne. This was snaller and it glittered with jewels and the flexible ring of its nuzzle was
fantastically colored. But it was no toy. | sawthe lips suck in as she pressed its trigger, ready
to send out a web of paralyzing force upon Bel em

The Mechandroid neither saw nor heard. Al his emind was concentrated on keeping the force-field
active. He was dependi ng wholly on ne.

I flung out an armjust in time to throw Topaz off bal ance. The bright-1ipped weapon spat out its
web, which floated just clear of Belemand flared into violent oblivion against the anber shel
around us. Topaz hissed savagely at nme and fought to | evel her weapon again at Bel em She was
lithe and astonishingly strong, a protean shape that withed snake-like in ny arms.

There wasn't anything | could do about Paynter. He was al nost fully awake, and reaching half
dazedly for the gun at his belt. Topaz, twisting furiously, was trying nowto center her

paral yzi ng weapon on ne. Above us the shell of force began to tatter again. There was a limt to
Bel em s powers.

My mind, ranging wildly for an answer, stunbled upon the nmad thought of re-hypnotizing Paynter. |
knew | had not the power but-—suddenly ny glance fell upon the glittering little tree at ny feet.
There in its base was the switch | had once seen De Kalb press, a thousand years ago.

After three tries | reached it with ny toe. Topaz was a furiously withing burden in ny arnms,
al nost overbal anci ng us both. But the jeweled branches |ighted, began slowy to

nove.
"Paynter!" | barked. "Look at that-Zoofc at itl"

He was not yet fully out of his hypnosis. He turned, startled, saw the branches that were spinning

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (69 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:22 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt
now with a dizzying blur of brightness. He grimaced and | ooked away.
Recklessly | let go of Topaz with one armto point at the whirling tree.
"Look!" | yelled insistently. "Paynter, |ook."

My own eyes were averted but | could see his head turn as he glanced at the hypnotic spinning. H's
head turned away again, slightly—but not his eyes. They stayed fixed, focused on lie tree.

Slowmy, slowy his head swng back, till he stood facing the circling lights. Intelligence faded
fromhis stare. Hi s hand dropped fromhis belt.

Sinultaneously | realized that Topaz was no | onger fighting ne. She too was watching the tree.
Hypnoti zed—bot h of them
Paynter said in a dazed voice, "Cortland—€ortland, is that you? De Kal b? What's happeni ng?"

"Murray?" | said, softly, tentatively. | knew it was probably a trick and yet—dnder the hypnosis
of the tree the subnerged mnd of Murray m ght be wakeni ng.

Belem |l et out a |long, shuddering sigh. H's body slunped. And the anber force-field about us seemned
to run down |ike water and vani shed. Across the suddenly cl eared space the soldiers stared at us,
caught for a second by surprise. Their eyes sought Paynter's.

But they met Murray's eyes. "Wait!" he barked at themsharply. "Halt!"

Confused, they fell back a little. They would obey him—for a nonent. So |ong as they thought he
was Paynter.

Was he Paynter?

He turned a bew | dered gaze to nme, murnuring thickly, "Cortland, what's happened? |'ve been
dream ng, haven't 1? Dreaning | was a man named Paynter?"

There was a restless surge anong the soldiers. They were nmuttering to their officers, uncertain
ready to be swayed one way or the other. Paynter—Mirray—turned back to them

"Halt!" he shouted again. "Wit for your orders!"

It worked—for awhile. But they would not wait |ong. Conmands could not stop them fromthinking.
And | knew that if Murray told themto drop their weapons their indecision would crystallize into
di sobedi ence.

But the solution was very sinple after all.

A gray light flickered around us, vanished, steadied again. A thin humming began. The |ight
seenied to gather upon every dust-note in the air, thickening in veil beyond veil. The soldiers
faded into m sty ghosts...

Belemlifted his head wearily. "W're all here now, " he
said. "Cortland, Murray—
"-Dr. Letta Essen-';

Only then did | turn nmy head. Kneeling beside the original force-field device was Topaz, her
fingers flickering over its controls.

Not Topaz, | thought. Not now. The face was hers, and the body, but when she glanced up and smil ed
it was Letta Essen's keen gray eyes that net mine. Hypnosis had rel eased her, as it had rel eased
Murray, fromthe prison of the alien bodies, the alien ninds.

"Now | will join you," Belemsaid, and turned to face the spinning tree.
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There was silence under the dome of gray light.

When the Mechandroid turned he was still a man-nmachine but it was De Kal b who | ooked at us out of
the nmetal eyes. He snmiled. "Goodbye to Belem" he said. "We're here again, all of us."

"But why did it happen—why?" Letta Essen spoke with ~ the voice of Topaz but it was unm st akably
her own mnd franm ng the thought and the words.

"I think I can guess,"” De Kalb said, through Belem s lips. "It was no accident that stranded us
tenporarily in this era. W set out to fight a battle, the four of us against the nekron. Wll, /
thi nk we have fought that battle. | think what happened was a testing-field in which each of us
was tried and found—dseful. Now we go on to the final battle."

"And the nekronic killer with us," | said.
"The killer too. That is part of the pattern, | think."

"But wait a mnute," Mirray said. "Wat's become of this fell ow Paynter? Were's Bel en? Wiere's
Topaz? And Cortland, were you al ways yoursel f?"

"The others are recessive in our mnds, | think," De Kalb said. "Just as once we were recessive in
theirs. Cortland's alter ego has al ways been recessive. Only he hasn't changed —except in that he
changed bodies, as we all did. Wiy that had to happen | don't know-yet. Renenber, Cortland has

al ways been our catalyst. When he enters the picture things happen!”

"There's one thing that isn't going to happen,” | said. "W

can't get our bodi es back, can we? These we borrowed. O stole, if you want the accurate truth.
The real owners are-sleeping, nmaybe. But will we ever dare sleep? WII we ever be sure well waken
as ourselves? Each of us is a double mind in a single body now If we cone out alive fromthe
worl d of the Face, what's going to happen then?"

"We'll know that,"” De Kalb said firnmy, "when we wake again. We will sleep, Cortland. And
whi chever ego wakes at the end of the world will be the ego that was predestined to wake."

He hesitated briefly. "Now we nust go," he said. "Look at the tree, Cortland. Miurray, Letta-watch
the tree. We will know the real truth—but later, nuch | ater—when we waken at the end of the world.
Wien we | ook into the Face of Ea."

XXI'I'l THE FACE
TI ME TURNED on and on upon its axis where we slept.

Time flowed like a river, wheeled |ike a sphere, noved like a galaxy through its own uni nagi nabl e
di mensions toward its own inexorable ends. Mdtionless at the heart of notion, we slept on

I think | dreaned

Perhaps it was a dreamin which the waters of tinme parted above us |like a Red Sea parting and,
through the walls of water, inquiring faces | ooked down into mne, nouthed words in unknown

| anguages that cane to ne faintly fromfar away. If it was a dreamthe dreamwore thin for an
interval and |I could al nost hear them alnost feel their hands on ne, tugging nme awake.

And then, anong them a deep serene powerful comrand seened to break and through the parted waters
of sleep and tine | |looked up dimly into the face | had | ast seen beneath the cocoon of fight,
still inits natal slunber. But this time | saw the cal m qui cksilver eyes and heard the cal mvoice
runni ng deep with power.

The eyes nmet mine. Their conmand was irresistible, and the comand was—
Sl eep.

The waters closed over ne again and | ceased to oast
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As dreamnms repeat thenselves in interrupted shnnber ft seemed to ne that this dreamreturned. The
qui et of turning time wore thin and | | ooked up again into inquisitive faces seen fromfar away,

felt inquisitive hands plucking ne awake. But these were strange faces, so strange | was startled
alittle out of nmy oblivion and all but sat up in ny shock as | saw them

Above the clustering m sshapen heads the great calmfigure of the Man-Machi ne | ooned. | knew him
by his eyes and by the deep humm ng tide of power that flowed fromhis mnd to nmine, silencing the
chatter, healing over the breach in tinme. But | would not have known him | think, except for

t hat .

For |1 ong eons had passed in that neasureless interval. The serene face was changing. But the tide
of his command had not changed at all. He still said to me, "Sleep,” and | slept again.

Once nore the dreamreturned. This tine it was not faces that | ooked down at ne but small, sharp
twinkling lights, insistent, deeply troubling. And as | roused enough to turn ny head aside,
trying to escape them | had one glinpse of quicksilver eyes beneath cal m brows, one renpte echo
of a voice that rolled |like thunder. The lights vanished |ike candle-flanmes in a hurricane.

The thunder was so deep that it had tangi ble volunme, rolled froma tangible source. I knew how
m ghty the source was. | knew, fromthat glinpse of the quicksilver eyes, how trenendously they
had changed. The Man- Machi ne was no | onger the size and shape of man. The face had changed, the
functions had changed, the size was too vast for ny dazed mind to conprehend.

"Sl eep," the thunder conmmanded through di m nishing vistas of space and tine. And this time | sank
into depths so profound that no dreans could plunb them

| had thought that, when the time cane, | would have much to wite about the Face of Ea, that
stands in the twilight of the world s end. But now, when | try, the words

are hard to find. | have seen things no human being ever saw before. But the paradox is that it
can't be comunicated. Between experience and inexperience lies a gulf that can be bridged in one
way and one way only.

You woul d have to go, as we went, to time's end and stand before the Face of Ea. Then | could tel
you what | saw-and then | wouldn't need to tell you, for you would know.

| awoke.

The long, long sleep drained slowy out of my mind, |like water receding down a sl oping beach

|l eaving me stranded in a place | had never seen before. This was the tine-axis—but it had changed.
I 1 ooked with blank eyes around the done that closed us in, a thin, gray donme through which red
light filtered. W were no | onger underground. | suppose the nountains had worn away, grain by
grain, -while we slept.

Murray's was the first face I saw. | thought to nyself, "Is it Murray this tine or is it Paynter?"
I watched himsit up on the gray floor, rubbing his face dazedly, his flesh pink in that filtering
light. And | never knew whether it was Murray or Paynter

Beyond himDe Kalb | ooked at nme with netallic eyes, smled and sat up. And Topaz lifted her bright
curls fromthe dusty floor and turned swiftly fromface to face, a glance that conbined Letta
Essen and herself in indissoluble unison.

"Are we there?" she asked in a soft voice.
For answer | gestured toward the gray donme that shut us in, the world outside the dome.

As far as we could see, in every direction but one, the world lay flat and gray with a surface
very famliar to us all in one way or another. A glazed grayness, solid, through which veins of
rosy color, like curled hair, twined at random The world was all nekronic matter now-except for
one ot her thing.

We | ooked up at the Face of Ea, and we were silent.

As we | ooked, the done above us shimered, thinned, was gone. Down upon us the red tw light poured
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unbroken. It was faintly warmupon the skin. A very faint wind blew past us and | can renenber
still the strange holl ow odors it

carried, wholly unlike anything |I had ever scented before
fromw nds bl owi ng over open country.

We did not speak again, any of us. The time for talk had passed and a higher authority fromthat
monent took all initiative out of our hands. W | ooked up at the Face of Ea.

How can | tell you what it was |ike—aow? You know how | saw it in the Record, when the inmages of

this same scene recreated thenmselves in ny nmind and | |ooked up fromthis sane spot, in a faraway
age, into the towering Face. Even then | saw it as a Face far transcending the human, reflecting

experiences unknown to ny era and my world, conplex beyond any possi bl e human guessi ng.

When | | ooked up now and saw the vast cliffside rising above the gray nekronic plain, it was not
as a Face | sawit. Not at first. It was too conplex to be recognizable. It was shaped into
equations so far beyond my conprehension that | could not read themin ternms of a human |ikeness.

| suppose a Piltdown man, gazing fromunder his eye-ridges at the face of a Toynbee or an Einstein
woul d realize only very renotely that this was the face of an evol ved menber of his own species.
And there were greater gulfs than that between the Face and ne.

You wi |l have guessed already what |ikeness it was that | finally recognized. | should have
guessed too. It was not very surprising, really. Belemhad given ne the clue. Acity, he had told
me, was sinply a machine for human living, an extension of the Mechandroid organism And this
city, which was the Face-It |ooked down at us with a vast cal mgaze, the sane gaze that had
brooded over our slunbers while time turned on its axis where we slept. The eyes that had once
been quicksilver netal were very different now but I knew that gaze. The voice that had once run
deeper and deeper with the volune of its power was a voice no longer, for it had passed beyond the
need for a voice. The thing that had once been a Man-Machi ne had grown, devel oped, changed,

synt hesi zed with all of human living as the millennia went by.

Its functions had broadened to enconpass every aspect of the civilizations through which it
passed.

| understood very little of the compl ex synbiosis which had taken place, and | can convey only a
very snmall part of

what | understood. For manki nd had changed too. Perhaps |ove and hate and fear survived but not in
the forms we know. Perhaps human features were not so different as we imagi ned. Perhaps, through
the streets and plazas of the city, which had begun as a Man- Machi ne and was now the cradle of the
surviving race, nen and wonen |ike ourselves really did nove still.

I"mnot sure. | walked the streets. But | amstill not sure anbng what crowds | wal ked.

I've said the Face no | onger needed a voice. This is why. In the old days | suppose the Man-
Machi ne woul d have said, "Cone," when it wanted us nearer. Now in effect it said, "Come"—and we
cane. But not on foot. Not under our own directions.

A whol e segnent of unnecessary, prinitive activities was sinply elimnated. There was no need for
the clumsy human mechani snms to hear the summons, conprehend it, consider it, debate obeying,
decide to conply, set nmuscles in notion and trudge across the plain.

I nstead, the Face issued its voicel ess command—and there was a sort of vortex in the red twlight
air between the cliff-side and ourselves. Smoothly, gently, inexorably, we were drawn up al ong
that spinning of the air, seeing the gray earth fall away beneath us and then slide backward with
blurring swiftness. The Face grew startlingly larger, too large to see as a whole, |large and near
and very clear.

We | ost sight of the tremendous serene brow, of the vast smooth chin, of the great downward sl ope
of the nose, of the cheeks etched with experiences which no human and no machi ne coul d ever have
known separately.
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Wal |l s of rock rushed at us, opened, sucked us in.

VWhat did | see? | wish | could tell you. | can make usel ess sketches in the air with both hands,
trying to show how the spiral streets sloped and how the blurred house-fronts slid past. But if
did you would picture ordinary house-fronts and a street that curved but was |ike any street you
know. And these were too different to describe.

It may be that the street really did nove with all its strange shapely houses. | have an idea that
the whole interior of the city was actually in constant notion, as a ma-

chine might be, and that if notion ceased the would cease too, the city and the race of nan

But | can tell you this nuch. Ideas blew through that cfty |ike puffs of snoke through an

i ndustrial town. They brushed ny nmind and were gone, leaving only bew ldering fragnents in their
wake. Sonetinmes they brushed two of us at once and we had incredible glinpses into one another's
m nds wherever the idea touched, evoking nutual menories, interlocking thoughts like rings that
spread in water

De Kal b had said, |ong ago, that these nen were gods. He was right. They were far beyond any
concept the nen of my day had ever dreamed of for his gods. W wal ked through their city, were
brushed by their thoughts, breathed the air of their streets, but we never saw t hem

They were there. They were all around us. | amperfectly sure of that. | didn't see them | didn't
feel or hear them But | knew they were there as surely as you know the chair in which you sit now
has a back upon which you are | eaning, though you won't see it unless you turn.

| had constantly the odd feeling that if | could turn | might come face to face with any man of
the city | chose. But | was not capable of turning in the necessary direction, which would
probably have been through a di mensi on we know not hi ng of.

I wish | could have seen them
XXI'V
BATTLI NG THE NEKRON

THE GUSTS of thought blew thicker and faster around us as we were drawn up the spiral. Qur m nds
I'inked in inpossible chords and di scords as inpossible ideas struck responses from

us all.
Then the light failed us. Perhaps our sight failed us. | think we were drawn through a rather |ong
space of solid wall, like a |locked doorway which only this vortex could open for naterial things.

When we could see again we were in a bare and enpty

room The shape of it was indescribable because of the extensions along which it reached. |I was
reminded a little of the corridor down which Bel em had guided me toward the Subterrane of the
m ddl e future. CGeonetry, blindingly confused in patterns of inverted planes.

And then the room around us spoke directly, in the very air that pressed upon our mnds. The Face
of Ea spoke.

I had heard that voice before, if voice you could call it The Man- Machi ne who guarded our age-| ong
sl unbers had said, "Sleep—sleep,” in this sane voice, grow ng deeper, calner, |ess human as the
eons passed. Now it was the voice and the mi nd of the Man-Machine but inmmeasurably altered,

i nconpr ehensi bly nore conpl ex.

"You have seen ny first beginning," the Face of Ea said. "You and | have conme together to this
pl ace at the end of our planet's life. | have watched over your sleep for a purpose. You are ny
weapons now.

"The nekron can never be destroyed. But with your help it can be excised out of nornmal space,
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normal time. For that | sumoned you. For that | guided your journeying in time. Think and you
wi Il understand."

| believe the sane know edge flowed through the m nds of my conpanions in the nonent of tineless
revelation that came to me. In a series of small, clear pictures | saw the manlike, killing
creature that was the nekron, touching me as it swooped through oscillating tine, becom ng part
human by the touch, running ranmpant through the worlds of humanity.

"Because of its release and its attacks," the voice of Ea said, "it is part human now. You have
learned to fight it. To save yourselves and us you nmust finish the fight. The nekron cannot be
t ouched—except by you. But we nmust somehow excise it out of the universe, not only in space but in
time. W& must cut back through time, so that we divide and alter the past as well as the present.”

Pictures flashed again through our minds but | at |east was able to understand. | saw the worl ds
of the galaxy turning on their axis and, nore cloudily, | saw time turning also, linked to the
turning worlds each by its own axis as tangible as the planets thenselves to that inner vision
Very dimy | saw sonmething that flashed a little as Belenis severing

lights had flashed when the two electronic matrices split in duplicates fromthe original

"I need a wedge, a blade, to split the nekronic infection fromnormal space and tinme," the voice

went on. "You are ny weapons. Do you understand the task before us?

"Bel em | earned the way, through the |inkage of the know edge of two eras. Now, on an infinitely
| arger scale, we nust acconplish the sane cl eaving of two spheres. And each nust remmin equal in
every way to the one original or the balance of the universe will be destroyed.

"They will differ—f we prevail—n one way only. One will be nekronic matter, one will be nornmal.
Never in contact anywhere through all tinme and space. Do you understand your tasks?

"You nust fight as ny weapons agai nst the nekronic universe. Together we nust cleave the universe
itself in two."

If you can imagi ne a sharp tool made sentient, you may guess a little of how what foll owed seened
to us, who were so integral a part of the tremendous conflict, the ultimate destruction

First, the voice died

Then there was novenment past nme and the room seened to slip into darkness—er was if | that noved?
Those corners of non-Euclidian shape were vortices that swept us apart. W four were the conponent
parts of an expl oding nova that shot outward through space, through time. Around ne | saw stars,
moving very swiftly, and | was al one and there was an inexplicabl e changi ng everywhere.

| knew then that | was noving through time, not a continuous novenent but an oscillation, a
vi bration that swung nme back and forth |like a pendul umthrough a period of a few seconds. As the
nekroni ¢ bei ng noved.

There was further noti on—ot nmy own—around ne. | could see only the vibrating stars but | knew
t hrough senses wi thout nane that my conpanions were not far away now. Paynter was a strong harsh
relentless ego within reach of my mind, though all | could see was stars beyond stars, flaring

into sight as my vision penetrated farther

Bel em was De Kalb and De Kalb was Bel em strongly egocentric, brilliant as the stars, a double
m nd t hat had

shared a single body and learned to work with a single purpose in the dark |evels bel ow the
conscious will. Topaz was Letta Essen, doubl ed and doubly arned.

There was a rushi ng shadow before ne. Swifter and swifter, larger and | arger, rushing upon nme as

swept forward through the stars. | sawit, and then it was upon nme in the sane instant. The gap
was bridged, the | eap made. And |+ changed in size. | was as |arge as the shadow.
| touched it.

file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20Kuttner/Kuttner%20-%20The%20Time%20Axis%20UC.txt (75 of 80) [2/4/03 10:17:22 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/Henry%20K uttner/K uttner%20-%20T he%20Time%20A i s%20UC.txt

A fiery burning flared out around us and died instantly and the creature flashed into clear
outline. Qutline only, for it had no features and never did have, only the vague |ikeness to
humanity it had drawn fromthe mnds of its human hosts. Perhaps it was nmy own will, perhaps the
will of the godlike hand that wi el ded ne, that nade nme close with that solid

shadow.
Wiere and how | gripped it | do not know. Perhaps | never really touched it at all. Perhaps it was
merely will against will. Al | could feel now was a furious deadly pressure agai nst which | nust

exert the utnost of ny strength in a direction | could not understand. Mental energy, pure wll,
per haps sinply the maintenance of temporal reality-how does the chisel know what force it exerts?

Sonewhere | felt the eneny give back—ot at any point where | met him He weakened briefly far off
i n—space-time? How can | even guess? Perhaps we were hemming himin all around, tenporally as well
as physically, for sone other human tool, De Kalb or Paynter, Letta Essen or Bel em-had cut deeply
into the resisting substance that was the nekronic universe.

The dark was a flashing, coruscating whirl of suns that blazed white. Tracks of fire burned in
curves as stars rolled across that white vault. |I knew how swiftly | rust be noving in tine.

Wth a jolt | was halted, pressed back. The blind, featureless face of the Adversary | ooned
| arger, blotting out half the white heavens. Back and back | fell —

And then suddenly there was support all around ne, a nerging of famliar mnds with mne. It was
deeper than the nearness | had felt before. W were drawn together, we four. Qur mnds touched and
bl ended and becane a single

| arger entity, a whole that yet preserved the individuality of us all. The cold clear thoughts of
Belem and De Kalb lighted nmy mind |like the facets of brilliance shot froma dianmond. The blind
whi t e- hot violence of Murray and Paynter, the infinite resource that was Topaz and Letta Essen.

Now t he Adversary shifted its grip. | felt it give alittle before our conbined pressure. And we
seenmed to be viewing it fromseveral points at once—n tine. Cross-bearings in tine

itself. But how?
I knew the answer very clearly, in one flash.

We were the chosen weapons, the doubly sharpened bl ade. That was why ny own body and the bodies of
the rest had crunbled into dust when the tinme-axis chanber was shattered. Two identical matrices
can not exist in the sane space-tine, but two identical matrices had been necessary to forge this
weapon that was ourselves.

No mind fixed and conditioned to one sector in time could pin down the nekron. It took a |arger
concept, a binocular viewfromtwo points in tinme. And the Face of Ea had doubl ed our striking
power when it doubled our nminds in bodies that were basically identical with the ones we wore when
we were born.

We had fought this battle before in mniature. In the world of the niddle future we had been
tenpered to this final task. The nekron was fixed and trapped here—t could no | onger evade us
through time. Qur strangely nmultiple nmind could fix and focus upon it.

But the battle was yet to cone.

Wth reckl ess, single-mnded violence that multiple mnd snmashed out at the nekronic Adversary. As
Paynter had driven the netal ram no harder than he drove hinself against the fortress barrier, as
Harrison Murray had so often hurled hinself in stubborn, blind fury against foes tangi ble and"

i ntangi bl e—so the weapon that was oursel ves crashed against the black nekronic force striving to
destroy us.

Sonehow, somewhere, in some hidden weakness of ourselves, it sought and found a flaw. It drove us
back. Its own incredible power snmashed through warpi ng channel s of space and tine at our wel ded
m nds.
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If a single one of those inconceivable bolts of destruction had struck us it m ght have been the
finish for us all. But

none struck. For Topaz was part of the weapon which was ourselves and all Topaz's nenories of
infinite cleverness, infinitely adaptable life—with Letta Essen's cool, watchful mnd to guide
her.

Ch, Topaz was adapt abl e—+hat had been her purpose and her goal in society. She had incredible
mental , enotional, nuscular control and she reached instinctively, automatically to any outside
threat. Now | saw her talents' ultinmate extension as—sonmehow, in a black star-blazing gulf that
yet enbodi ed the whol e uni verse—we dodged and whirled and shifted so that none of those nekronic
assaults quite smashed hone.

Then, abruptly, we were falling. There was neither up nor down, but a frightful, abysnmal vertigo
that sucked us with inpossible acceleration into the deeps bel ow the universe itself. W were
drawn into the black nighted heart of the nekron—ts soul and center—and life itself receded to a
point of infinity and was shut wholly out, away fromus. If we had size it nust have changed. If
we had warnmth and life it must have frozen instantly in all minds. In its |last defense the nekron
itsel f absorbed us.

XXV RETURN VOYAGE
LUCKILY I cannot renenber that |ast horror very clearly.
It was | who saved us fromthat.

This was ny purpose. It was the plan fromthe beginning. That was why | had been allowed fromthe
start to keep my own nenories intact. For | was the anchor nman at the end of the chain, the solid
rock and the lifeline extending beyond the shore of sanity and | ogic and the nonstrous, non-matter
meel strom engul fi ng the ot hers.

They had needed their double mnds to neet and fight the nekron, to carry -the battle to its own
grounds. But ny purpose was to anchor the line. |I could feel themlosing touch with all faniliar
things, feel the dark destroying silence of the nekron closing themin

It closed about ne too but not conpletely. It could not shut out nmy nmenories. | had a singleness
of mind that made a chain £00 strong to snap. | renmenbered ny own world, ny own tine, with a
clarity uninpaired by double nenmories. Al the small things that are changel ess realities cane
back to me in one strong pouring tide.

The little things that nean nothing al one—things like firelight noving on the walls of an old

room the smell of freshly-cut grass at twilight, the sharp fragrance of printer's ink, the heart-
shaki ng thunder of a flight of planes noving in formation overhead, the taste of cold sweet spring-
wat er gushing from a nountai nsi de.

| renmenbered Eart h.

So | woke them out of the dead enptiness of the nekron's heart. Their minds clung to mine and mne
clung to the lifeline of my own world, nmy own tinme, nmy own indestructible nmenories.

Last of all De Kalb struck-—with Belems nmnd | ocked into his.

We were in the nekron's heart now. W had been adnitted to its nost vul nerable spot. Once before
Bel em had done sonething very |ike this—ahen he joined his mnd with mne and sunmoned t he
nekronic killer to defeat Paynter's nen.

Now i n the nekron's very citadel, its innernost heart—he gripped our nminds closer together. He
forced themuntil they were one indeed.

He opened that gigantic ultimate nmind to the nekron
Two of the finest brains of two cultures guided us then—Bel em inhunman, enotionless, nachine-

bred, half-hunman—and De Kalb, with all his brilliance and his hunmanity bal ancing Bel em s cold
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| ogic. Behind these two-in-one, the rest of us—a single unit now.
Paynt er and Murray—hamer and anvil
Topaz and Letta Essen—nconparably resourceful, evading the counter-attack

I with nmy single mind, holding fast to the solidity of the normal universe, standing |like a wal
behi nd the others, holding open the gates in that wall through which we had come, through which
the power of the Face of Ea poured to help us.

The power of the nekron flowed through us, channeled by Belemand De Kalb. It enptied, drained
like a falling ocean into us. But we were not vulnerable, now It could not—feed —dpon us.

Wat er, changing to steam nust expand, find roomto acconmopdate its physical change. The process
must be conpleted. But this nonstrous change could not be conpleted in any way nornal to the
nekron. It had not drained its force into us by choi ce—Bel em had drawn and channeled it.

Now its normal rel ease was bl ocked.

We were battered back beneath the onslaught of that terribly concentrated power. But we held.
Sonmehow we hel d—the nmultiple mnds of two civilizations, chosen and tenpered by the | ast,
greatest science of all

Then—t expl oded.

There is no other word. It expanded trenendously, through us and beyond us, and that frightfu
concentration of alien force was gone. The disincarnated, dissolved units of the nekron
expanded—seeds of the death beyond death—but helpless in this single nmoment beyond time, no |onger
a functioning unit capable of planned action.

We could never kill it—but we had it helpless for the first instant in the history of the
uni verse. One nmonent outside time was all we had—but one norment was enough

The burning suns reel ed around us again. They blurred-time blurred and space and the incredible
infinite conplexity of the universe shuddered and was divided. That was the end.

The suns flickered out around us. We were sinking into a di mess that swal |l owed up our senses as
t he darkness swallowed the light. But | could not quite |et go. There was troubl e sonewhere—a
guesti on unanswer ed.

"Have you finished with us now?" | wondered in the darkness. "Are you sending us back, doubl e-
m nded, into worlds where only a single body can dwell? It was you who destroyed our bodi es—

The great calm Face that was the conposite of so many faces took shape before ny mnd s eye,
per haps tangi bly before us in the thickening dark. The great, quiet voice said, "If Belemcould
divide natrices and | universes, do you need

to doubt that your bodies can be divided too and each be duplicated exactly froma single matrix?
It was done once, in Eden, before the first civilization rose. It shall be done again, by the
power of tEis last civilization of all. Sleep, now —sleep."

In the dimess that foll owed upon the darkening of the suns and the stilling of the voice
remenbered Genesis, and Adam s words. Bone of my bones, flesh of ny flesh

The Face that watched drew further and further away, grew tinier and tinier in red-lit distances
down a vista of dinnishing tenmporal | anes.

| knew now that we nust have swung far off around that other pole of tinme, the beginning, the
wel I spring of life and space and duration. W mnust have noved forward al ong the unchangi ng
tenporal axis toward our own world

In which there was no nekron now, had never been, never woul d be.

But there were not even dreans in this slunber to hint at the stations of that journey.
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So we returned,
So we woke.

It was Topaz whose eyes nmet nine when | sat up dizzily after that trenendous nightmare and found
the rough walls of the cavern intact around us. Topaz? No—and yet not Letta Essen either. She
smled and it was Topaz's snile-but the long, |ong eons had changed her

Letta Essen's slunbering ego in the doubled body of the girl Topaz had wought subtle alterations,
pul l'ing back that flexible flesh into a nore fitting body for the wonan who had been Letta Essen
It was an ol der and wi ser Topaz, a younger Letta Essen, who nmet ny first dazed gl ance when

awoke.

Murray was sitting up dizzily. De Kalb had already risen and was trying the flashlight that lay in
the entry to our cavern, his face bewi ldered. | knew why. It seened incredible that the battery
shoul d still be working after such nillennia.

Only no mllennia had passed. We had been asleep no tine at all as time is counted in this world.
W hardly spoke. W were still too stunned for clear

t hi nki ng—t seened only a nonent ago that we had | ast | ooked into the Face of Ea. Unsteadily we
made our way out of the cave. The |low slanting sunlight of a summer evening still lay across the
wooded nount ai n.

Instinctively | |ooked for the white building of the Kerry transnitter that opened upon the
farthest worlds of the galaxy—but that was still a thousand years away. The mountains stretched in
unbroken forests to the horizon

At the foot of the slope, near the place where Murray's plane still stood awaiting us, was the
cabin where De Kalb had lived | ong ago—ont hs ago, perhaps, as we count tinme here but eons had
passed just the same—when this cavern was first dug out of the nountainside.

De Kal b unl ocked the door. The cabin was musty fromlong di suse but we didn't care. Oddly enough
we needed sl eep nore than anything else in the world. Qddly, because we had just now risen froma
sl eep of countless mllions of years.

So that's the story.

And now you know why | can say—and prove—that the whol e thing never happened. This isn't ny world,
now. Not any nore. Not the world I left. This is a world in which no nekronic flash | eaped froma
box that Ira De Kal b opened and dropped to his hearthstone to infect the world, De Kalb and ne.
Al that did happen once, in another world that hasn't existed since the four of us, a doubled
weapon wi el ded by the Face of Ea, wrought the cleaving apart of two universes.

| nponder abl e forces shifted when that cleavage took place. You and | know nothing about it, for it
happened far beyond the perceptions of any sentient creature. But it happened. Ch yes, it
happened.

Funny, how inmportant the little changes are. It's so hard to get used to the absence of so nuch |
used to take for granted. And there are so many new things too, things that weren't there when |
went away. Nobody knows that except the four of us, of course. Everybody thinks these things have
al ways been as they are now

Vell, it's all right as a worl d—naybe.
But not as a world for ne. Here |'ve al ways been on that

roller-coaster, snatching as things rush by. Maybe I'd do the sane thing in any world. You never
can tell till you try.

So I"'mgoing to try.
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There are still sleepers in that cavern where the time-axis turns, you know |f De Kalb had | ooked
deeper when he first brought out our images under ultra-violet, he'd have seen nore than we ever
guessed, at the time. He'd have seen nore than our doubled imges, still asleep, waiting for the

world of the nmiddle future which is the final station in their round-trip through tine. Paynter,
'Bel em Topaz are sleeping there. And so aml. And | nean nyself, Jerry Cortland—tw nned.

You see, |'ve looked. And |'mthere. The other fellow, tie one who canme up the hill fromthe Kerry
transmtter and bl acked out and received ny domnant nind, is asleep of course, waiting for his
own tinme. But beside himis—Jerry Cortland. Two of us. Doubl e inages.

You realize what that neans?

I"mgoing forward. | knowbecause 1 went. It was a wonderful world they had. | want to see nore of
it. I want to wake up in a tine when the race of man is spreading through the gal axy, |eaping
across the gulfs between the stars, opening the gates to all the worlds. | want to and | will.

But I'Il never see Topaz agai n—dnless |'mluckier than | expect to be. Ill never see Belem or
Paynter or the world where they'Il wake—finding it changed too, | suppose, and a little
bewi | dering, as nmine is now.

The trouble is, two identical matrices can't exist in the same time. And that other fellow has
priority. It's his world, his tinme. He'll wake with the others and go out. |I'll sleep on until the
way is clear. That means, of course, until he dies.

I wish | knew nore about him He had no record in the vast files of the galactic governnment. He
was dressed in ragged clothing when | saw him That indicates he's some wanderer of the outland

pl anets, living a dangerous |ife—f he goes back to it. He may not. Waking with Paynter, Bel em
Topaz, he may be drawn into another kind of career entirely. I'll know sonmeday. But not until he's
dead. Not until | wake again.

And when | wake, who knows how many years will have

el apsed since Topaz stepped out of the tinme-axis into her own world agai n? She nay be an ol d wonan
before | see her. She may be only a few years matured. She may have been fifty years dead. Perhaps
I may never be sure. You see, | don't even know her nane.

She was Topaz that week in which | wakened. Next week, and the week after and the year beyond
that —do you think any records are kept of the whins of a girl |ike Topaz? Not even she wll
renenber by the tinme I wake, if she's alive then. Tine noves too fast for that.

Well, all this belongs to the future. And so do |I. Even before the cosnic cleavage altered al
history | was a nmisfit inthis civilization. And now it just isn't my world anynore. | don't
belong here. So I think I'Il take ny chances in that other place, where | won't have to get used

to the little things that keep bothering me here and bot her nobody but me—

Li ke Washington being the capital of the United States—now
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