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Introduction

SEVERAL YEARS AGO an anthology was published bearing the unu-
sual title, Science Fiction for People Who Hate Science Fiction.
The premise of the collection was not to give such people further
grounds for hating it but to show them what fascinating, literate
stories the field could encompass, and show them also something
on the wonderful ideals and marvelous visions they were missing.
The book contained, as you might reasonably expect, a careful
sampling of tried-and-tested favorites by tried-and-tested writers.

Lately there has been a rising tide of what we are coming to
think of as Science Fiction by People Who Hate Science Fiction.
These volumes of new stories generally begin with editorials as-
saulting the old masters, accusing them and those who follow their
lead of being outdated, and demanding the application of avant-
garde styles of narration to go with the presumed avant-garde ideas
of science fiction. There have been quite a few such collections,
occasionally with some interesting innovations but much more
likely to be laden with snide, open-ended, implausible, and some-
times plotless writing—and occasionally works that are offensively
and pointlessly obscene. Simultaneously there has been a rash of
critical essays by the same people and their hangers-on praising
this type of stuff, knocking the “old” science fiction, and proclaim-
ing what amounts to a crusade to bring what they call SF into
a merger with the mainstream (whatever that is).

At the same time it is to be noted that many of these obscurant-
ists have augmented their income by making the circuits of colleges
and schools as lecturers or even “teachers” of their type of SF.

That this rise of the incomprehensible should be taking place
alongside the discovery of science fiction as a literature of ideas
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by the academic world is truly unfortunate. Colleges and many high
schools all over America—and in other lands as well—are presenting
courses in science fiction . . . what it is, who are its masters, what
is it telling us? Workshops are coming into existence wherein young
talents are trying their wings under the guidance of supposedly
knowing instructors. Unfortunately too many of these instructors
are not well versed on their subject—faculty members who have
hastily boned up on the subject—and have too often been taken
in by the self-advertising of these avant-garde editors and writers.

In the past year we have noted a rising tide of anthologies spe-
cializing in new stories—stories written to order for a book editor,
rather than for the magazine editors, who have hitherto provided
the prime market for short stories and novelettes. In many cases
these anthologies are being directed by obscurantists and produce
volumes that do not measure up to the type of science fiction en-
joyed by the majority of its faithful.

Several of the new-story anthologies assume a periodic form . . .
and last year saw the demise of two of the most incomprehensible
and offensively snobbish. But more of the same are likely to be
coming into existence.

The biggest news of the coming year is likely to take the form
of an avalanche of new-story collections in book form—an idea
which seems suddenly to have overwhelmed book publishers. We
have seen reliable reports that one free-lance editor alone has
placed over forty contracts for anthologies with a dozen publishers
new to the field and is working to create even more such antholo-
gies. Other free-lance editors are in busy competition, trying to
reap a quick harvest before the blight of overproduction sets in,
as it is sure to do.

Now in all this new material there must be some good stories
and even some good new writers. But the task of locating them
amid the mass of mediocre or hastily written-to-order jobs by
“name” professionals is going to be exceedingly bard . . . and
possibly not worth the effort.

The fact is that the good stuff is still being found in the estab-
lished magazines: Analog, Galaxy, If, Fantasy & Science Fiction,
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Amazing. In reading for this annual of the best, we have found
that even the seconds from those magazines, the stories we did
not ultimately select, were generally superior in plot and sense-
of-wonder than what was being touted in the new-story anthologies.

Orbit, formerly the best of the American books of that sort,
seems to have fallen deeper into the temptation of “new-wavism”
more than in previous editions—we could not enthuse over any
of its offerings the past year. On the other hand, the original new-
story collection, John Carnell’s New Writings in SF, of British
origin, continued to represent the good taste of a fine editor and
continued to prove a rewarding reading experience. The death in
1972 of its editor, Edward John Carnell, was a loss comparable
to those of John W. Campbell and August Derleth the year before.
We are happy to report that both Carnell’s famous literary agency
and the anthology series are being continued by competent Old
Hands.

1972 also saw the publication of the second massive collection
of new writings masterminded by the dynamic Harlan Ellison,
Again Dangerous Visions. Unfortunately it was the opinion of your
editors that this was not the equal of its predecessor, Dangerous
Vision, and that, while there were some outstanding pieces in it,
too many were either incomprehensible or slight. Here we made
a deliberate policy decision not to attempt to select anything from
this remarkable book for this annual. Let others try, if they wish,
but we think readers should judge it as a whole, especially since
the entire work is glued together by Ellison’s always delightful and
always lengthy introductions and the authors’ own afterthoughts.

Meanwhile the rise of European science fiction continues,
though still at a slow pace. The first European convention took
place in the summer with a good attendance and a mixed report. It
seems to have been a far more serious gathering than the huge
American “world” conventions. This “Eurocon” initiated the pres-
entation of regional awards for the best stories of each country.
Other European conferences are scheduled for this and future
years. As they gather experience, we expect that the Eurocons will
become factors to be reckoned with.
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Here now is our selection of the best of the year in science
fiction. Once more it is confined to works written originally in Eng-
lish—though several stories were submitted from abroad, none had
that extra quality demanded of a “world’s best.” As we have also
indicated, most of these stories came from the magazines, still the
most reliable source of real science fiction.

What the next year and the years after will hold remains to
be seen. Changes are in the offing—and we hope that some of the
opinions of those who criticize the old will be demonstrated in
stories we can applaud.

—Donald A. Wollheim
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Goat Song

POUL ANDERSON

It often happens that an author has grave
doubts about the very story that others will
acclaim as his finest. Whether this is Poul
Anderson’s finest is anyone’s guess, but few
will deny that it is among the best this bril-
liant writer has ever produced. Yet in his
introductory note to the magazine publica-
tion, Poul admits that he held the manu-
script back for several years being unsure of
it. The readers and writers who are nom-
inating it for a Nebula are not so unsure.
Nor will you be.

THREE WOMEN: one is dead; one is alive; One is both and neither,
and will never live and never die, being immortal in SUM.

On a hill above that valley through which runs the highroad,
I await Her passage. Frost came early this year, and the grasses
have paled. Otherwise the slope is begrown with blackberry bushes
that have been harvested by men and birds, leaving only briars, and
with certain apple trees. They are very old, those trees, survivors
of an orchard raised by generations which none but SUM now
remembers (I can see a few fragments of wall thrusting above
the brambles)—scattered crazily over the hillside and as crazily
gnarled. A little fruit remains on them. Chill across my skin, a
gust shakes loose an apple. I hear it knock on the earth, another
stroke of some eternal clock. The shrubs whisper to the wind.
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Elsewhere the ridges around me are wooded, afire with scarlets,
brasses, bronzes. The sky is huge, the westering sun wan-bright.
The valley is filling with a deeper blue, a haze whose slight smoki-
ness touches my nostrils. This is Indian summer, the funeral pyre
of the year.

There have been other seasons. There have been other lifetimes,
before mine and hers; and in those days they had words to sing
with. We still allow ourselves music, though, and I have spent much
time planting melodies around my rediscovered words. “In the
greenest growth of the Maytime—" 1 unsling the harp on my back,
and tune it afresh, and sing to her, straight into autumn and the
waning day.

“_You came, and the sun came after,

And the green grew golden above;

And the flag-flowers lightened with laughter,
And the meadowsweet shook with love.”

A footfall stirs the grasses, quite gently, and the woman says,
trying to chuckle, “Why, thank you.”

Once, so soon after my one’s death that I was still dazed by
it, I stood in the home that had been ours. This was on the hundred
and first floor of a most desirable building. After dark the city
flamed for us, blinked, glittered, flung immense sheets of radiance
forth like banners. Nothing but SUM could have controlled the
firefly dance of a million aircars among the towers: or, for that
matter, have maintained the entire city, from nuclear power plants
through automated factories, physical and economic distribution
networks, sanitation, repair, services, education, culture, order,
everything as one immune immortal organism. We had gloried in
belonging to this as well as to each other.

But that night I told the kitchen to throw the dinner it had
made for me down the waste chute, and ground under my heel
the chemical consolations which the medicine cabinet extended to
me, and kicked the cleaner as it picked up the mess, and ordered
the lights not to go on, anywhere in our suite. I stood by the vie-
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Wall, looking out across megalopolis, and it was tawdry. In my
hands I had a little clay figure she had fashioned herself. I turned
it over and over and over.

But I had forgotten to forbid the door to admit visitors. It
recognized this woman and opened for her. She had come with
the kindly intention of teasing me out of a mood that seemed to
her unnatural. I heard her enter, and looked around through the
gloom. She had almost the same height as my girl did, and her
hair chanced to be bound in a way that my girl often favored,
and the figurine dropped from my grasp and shattered, because
for an instant I thought she was my girl. Since then I have been
hard put not to hate Thrakia.

This evening, even without so much sundown light, I would not
make that mistake. Nothing but the silvery bracelet about her left
wrist bespeaks the past we share. She is in wildcountry garb: boots,
kilt of true fur and belt of true leather, knife at hip and rifle slung
on shoulder. Her locks are matted and snarled, her skin brown
from weeks of weather; scratches and smudges show beneath the
fantastic zigzags she has painted in many colors on herself. She
wears a necklace of bird skulls.

Now that one who is dead was, in her own way, more a child
of trees and horizons than Thrakia’s followers. She was so much
at home in the open that she had no need to put off clothes or
cleanliness, reason or gentleness, when we sickened of the cities
and went forth beyond them. From this trait I got many of the
names I bestowed on her, such as Wood’s Colt or Fallow Hind
or, from my prowlings among ancient books, Dryad and Elven.
(She liked me to choose her names, and this pleasure had no end,
because she was inexhaustible.)

I let my harpstring ring into silence. Turning about, I say to
Thrakia, “I wasn’t singing for you. Not for anyone. Leave me
alone.”

She draws a breath. The wind ruffles her hair and brings me
an odor of her: not female sweetness, but fear. She clenches her
fists and says, “You’re crazy.”

“Wherever did you find a meaningful word like that?” I gibe;
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for my own pain and—to be truthful-my own fear must strike out
at something, and here she stands. “Aren’t you content any longer
with ‘untranquil’ or ‘disequilibrated’?”

“I got it from you,” she says defiantly, “you and your damned
archaic songs. There’s another word, ‘damned.” And how it suits
you! When are you going to stop this morbidity?”

“And commit myself to a clinic and have my brain laundered
nice and sanitary? Not soon, darling.” I use that last word afore-
thought, but she cannot know what scorn and sadness are in it
for me, who knows that once it could also have been a name for
my girl. The official grammar and pronunciation of language is
as frozen as every other aspect of our civilization, thanks to elec-
tronic recording and neuronic teaching; but meanings shift and
glide about like subtle serpents. (O adder that stung my Foalfoot!)

I shrug and say in my driest, most city-technological voice, “Ac-
tually, ’m the practical, nonmorbid one. Instead of running away
from my emotions—via drugs, or neuroadjustment, or playing at
savagery like you, for that matter—I’m about to implement a con-
crete plan for getting back the person who made me happy.”

“By disturbing Her on Her way home?”

“Anyone has the right to petition the Dark Queen while She’s
abroad on Earth.”

“But this is past the proper time—"

“No law’s involved, just custom. People are afraid to meet Her
outside a crowd, a town, bright flat lights. They won’t admit it,
but they are. So I came here precisely not to be part of a queue.
I don’t want to speak into a recorder for subsequent computer
analysis of my words. How could I be sure She was listening?
I want to meet Her as myself, a unique being, and look in Her
eyes while I make my prayer.”

Thrakia chokes a little. “She’ll be angry.”

“Is She able to be angry, anymore?”

“I. . .Idon’t know. What you mean to ask for is so impos-
sible, though. So absurd. That SUM should give you back your
girl. You know It never makes exceptions.”

“Isn’t She Herself an exception?”



GOAT SONG S

“That’s different. You’re being silly. SUM has to have a, well,
a direct human liaison. Emotional and cultural feedback, as well
as statistics. How else can It govern rationally? And She must have
been chosen out of the whole world. Your girl, what was she?
Nobody!”

“To me, she was everybody.”

“You—" Thrakia catches her lip in her teeth. One hand reaches
out and closes on my bare forearm, a hard hot touch, the grimy
fingernails biting. When I make no response, she lets go and stares
at the ground. A V of outbound geese passes overhead. Their cries
come shrill through the wind, which is loudening in the forest.

“Well,” she says, “you are special. You always were. You went
to space and came back, with the Great Captain. You’re maybe
the only man alive who understands about the ancients. And your
singing, yes, you don’t really entertain; your songs trouble people
and can’t be forgotten. So maybe She will listen to you. But SUM
won’t. It can’t give special resurrections. Once that was done, a
single time, wouldn’t it have to be done for everybody? The dead
would overrun the living.”

“Not necessarily,” I say. “In any event, I mean to try.”

“Why can’t you wait for the promised time? Surely, then, SUM
will recreate you two in the same generation.”

“I’d have to live out this life, at least, without her,” I say, look-
ing away also, down to the highroad which shines through shadow
like death’s snake, the length of the valley. “Besides, how do you
know there ever will be any resurrections? We have only a promise.
No, less than that policy.”

She gasps, steps back, raises her hands as if to fend me off.
Her soul bracelet casts light into my eyes. I recognize an embryo
exorcism. She lacks rital; every “superstition” was patiently
scrubbed out of our metal-and-energy world, long ago. But if she
has no word for it, no concept, nevertheless she recoils from blas-
phemy.

So I say, wearily, not wanting an argument, wanting only to
wait here alone: “Never mind. There could be some natural catas-
trophe, like a giant asteroid striking, that wiped out the system
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before conditions had become right for resurrections to com-
mence.”

“That’s impossible,” she says, almost frantic. “The homeostats,
the repair functions—"

“All right, call it a vanishingly unlikely theoretical contingency.
Let’s declare that I'm so selfish I want Swallow Wing back now,
in this life of mine, and don’t give a curse whether that’ll be fair
to the rest of you.”

You won'’t care either, anyway, I think. None of you. You don’t
grieve. It is your own precious private consciousness that you wish
to preserve; no one else is close enough to you to matter very
much. Would you believe me if I told you I am quite prepared
to offer SUM my own death in exchange for It releasing Blossom-
in-the-Sun?

I don’t speak that thought, which would be cruel, nor repeat
what is crueler: my fear that SUM lies, that the dead never will
be disgorged. For (I am not the All-Controller; I think not with
vacuum and negative energy levels but with ordinary Earth-
begotten molecules; yet I can reason somewhat dispassionately,
being disillusioned) consider—

The object of the game is to maintain a society stable, just,
and sane. This requires satisfaction not only of somatic, but of
symbolic and instinctual needs. Thus children must be allowed to
come into being. The minimum number per generation is equal
to the maximum: that number which will maintain a constant
population.

It is also desirable to remove the fear of death from men. Hence
the promise: At such time as it is socially feasible, SUM will begin
to refashion us, with our complete memories but in the pride of
our youth. This can be done over and over, life after life across
the millennia. So death is, indeed, a sleep.

—in that sleep of death, what dreams may come—No. I myself
dare not dwell on this. I ask merely, privately: Just when and
how does SUM expect conditions (in a stabilized society, mind
you) to have become so different from today’s that the reborn
can, in their millions, safely be welcomed back?
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I see no reason why SUM should not lie to us. We, too, are
objects in the world that It manipulates.

“We’ve quarreled about this before, Thrakia,” I sigh. “Often.
Why do you bother?”

“T wish I knew,” she answers low. Half to herself, she goes on:
“Of course I want to copulate with you. You must be good, the
way that girl used to follow you about with her eyes, and smile
when she touched your hand, and—But you can’t be better than
everyone else. That’s unreasonable. There are only so many pos-
sible ways. So why do I care if you wrap yourself up in silence
and go off alone? Is it that that makes you a challenge?”

“You think too much,” I say. “Even here. You’re a pretend
primitive. You visit wildcountry to ‘slake inborn atavistic im-
pulses . . .” but you can’t dismantle that computer inside yourself
and simply feel, simply be.”

She bristles. I touched a nerve there. Looking past her, along
the ridge of fiery maple and sumac, brassy elm and great dun oak,
I see others emerge from beneath the trees. Women exclusively,
her followers, as unkempt as she; one has a brace of ducks lashed
to her waist, and their blood has trickled down her thigh and dried
black. For this movement, this unadmitted mystique has become
Thrakia’s by now: that not only men should forsake the easy rou-
tine and the easy pleasure of the cities, and become again, for
a few weeks each year, the carnivores who begot our species;
women too should seek out starkness, the better to appreciate
civilization when they return.

I feel a moment’s unease. We are in no park, with laid out trails
and campground services. We are in wildcountry. Not many men
come here, ever, and still fewer women; for the region is, literally,
beyond the law. No deed done here is punishable. We are told
that this helps consolidate society, as the most violent among us
may thus vent their passions. But I have spent much time in wild-
country since my Morning Star went out—myself in quest of nothing
but solitude—and I have watched what happens through eyes that
have also read anthropology and history. Institutions are develop-
ing; ceremonies, tribalisms, acts of blood and cruelty and acts else-
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where called unnatural are becoming more elaborate and more
expected every year. Then the practitioners go home to their cities
and honestly believe they have been enjoying fresh air, exercise,
and good tension-releasing fun.

Let her get angry enough and Thrakia can call knives to her
aid.

Wherefore I make myself lay both hands on her shoulders, and
meet the tormented gaze, and say most gently, “I'm sorry. I know
you mean well. You’re afraid She will be annoyed and bring mis-
fortune on your people.”

Thrakia gulps. “No,” she whispers. “That wouldn’t be logical.
But I'm afraid of what might happen to you. And then—" Suddenly
she throws herself against me. I feel arms, breasts, belly press
through my tunic, and smell meadows in her hair and musk in
her mouth. “You’d be gone!” she wails. “Then who'd sing to
us?”

“Why, the planet’s crawling with entertainers,” I stammer.

“You’re more than that,” she says. “So much more. I don’t like
what you sing, not really—and what you’ve sung since that stupid
girl died, oh, meaningless, horrible—but, I don’t know why, I want
you to trouble me.”

Awkward, I pat her back. The sun now stands very little above
the treetops. Its rays slant interminably through the booming, frost-
ing air. I shiver and wonder what to do.

A sound rescues me. It comes from one end of the valley below
us, where further view is blocked off by two cliffs; it thunders deep
in our ears and rolls through the earth into our bones. We have
heard that sound in the cities, and been glad to have walls and
lights and multitudes around us. Now we are alone with it, the
noise of Her chariot.

The women shriek, I hear them faintly across wind and rumble
and my own pulse, and they vanish into the woods. They will seek
their camp, dress warmly, build enormous fires; presently they will
eat their ecstatics, and rumors are uneasy about what they do after
that.

Thrakia seizes my left wrist, above the soul bracelet, and hauls.
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“Harper, come with me!” she pleads. I break loose from her and
stride down the hill toward the road. A scream follows me for
a moment.

Light still dwells in the sky and on the ridges, but as I descend
into that narrow valley, I enter dusk, and it thickens. Indistinct
bramble bushes whicker where I brush them, and claw back at
me. I feel the occasional scratch on my legs, the tug as my garment
is snagged, the chill that I breathe, but dimly. My perceived-outer-
reality is overpowered by the rushing of Her chariot and my blood.
My inner-universe is fear, yes, but exaltation too, a drunkenness
which sharpens instead of dulling the senses, a psychedelia which
opens the reasoning mind as well as the emotions; I have gone
beyond myself, I am embodied purpose. Not out of need for com-
fort, but to voice what Is, I return to words whose speaker rests
centuries dust, and lend them my own music. I sing:

“—Gold is my heart, and the world’s golden.
And one peak tipped with light;

And the air lies still above the hill

With the first fear of night;

Till mystery down the soundless valley
Thunders, and dark is here;
And the wind blows, and the light goes,
And the night is full of fear.

And I know one night, on some far height,
In the tongue I never knew,
I yet shall hear the tidings clear.

They’ll call the news from hill to hill,
Dark and uncomforted,

Earth and sky and the winds; and I
Shall know that you are dead.—”

But I have reached the valley floor, and She has come in sight.
Her chariot is unlit, for radar eyes and inertial guides need no
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lamps, nor sun nor stars. Wheelless, the steel tear rides on its own
roar and thrust of air. The pace is not great, far less than any
of our mortals’ vehicles are wont to take. Men say the Dark Queen
rides thus slowly in order that She may perceive with Her own
senses and so be the better prepared to counsel SUM. But now
Her annual round is finished; She is homeward bound; until spring
She will dwell with It Which is our lord. Why does She not hasten
tonight?

Because Death has never a need of haste? I wonder. And as
I step into the middle of the road, certain lines from the yet more
ancient past rise tremendous within me, and I strike my harp and
chant them louder than the approaching car:

“I that in heill was and gladness

Am trublit now with great sickness
And feblit with infirmitie:—

Timor mortis conturbat me.”

The car detects me and howls a warning. I hold my ground.
The car could swing around; the road is wide, and in any event
a smooth surface is not absolutely necessary. But I hope, I believe
that She will be aware of an obstacle in Her path, and tune in
Her various amplifiers, and find me abnormal enough to stop for.
Who, in SUM’s world—who, even among the explorers that It has
sent beyond in Its unappeasable hunger for data—would stand in
a cold wildcountry dusk and shout while his harp snarls:

“Our presence here is all vain glory,
This fals world is but transitory,
The flesh is bruckle, the Feynd is slee:—

The state of man does change and vary,
Now sound, now sick, now blyth, now sary,
Now dansand mirry, now like to die:—
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No state in Erd here standis sicker;
As with the wynd wavis the wicker
So wannis this world’s vanitie:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.—?”

The car draws alongside and sinks to the ground. I let my strings
die away into the wind. The sky overhead and in the west is gray-
purple; eastward it is quite dark and a few early stars peer forth.
Here, down in the valley, shadows are heavy and I cannot see
very well.

The canopy slides back. She stands erect in the chariot, thus
looming over me. Her robe and cloak are black, fluttering like
restless wings; beneath the cowl Her face is a white blur. I have
seen it before, under full light, and in how many thousands of
pictures; but at this hour I cannot call it back to my mind, not
entirely. I list sharp-sculptured profile and pale lips, sable hair and
long green eyes, but these are nothing more than words.

“What are you doing?” She has a lovely low voice; but is it,
as, oh, how rarely since SUM took Her to Itself, is it the least
shaken? “What is that you were singing?”

My answer comes so strong that my skull resonates, for I am
borne higher and higher on my tide. “Lady of Qurs, I have a pe-
tition.”

“Why did you not bring it before Me when I walked among
men? Tonight I am homebound. You must wait till I ride forth
with the new year.”

“Lady of Ours, neither You nor I would wish living ears to
hear what I have to say.”

She regards me for a long while. Do I indeed sense fear also
in Her? (Surely not of me. Her chariot is armed and armored,
and would react with machine speed to protect Her should 1 offer
violence. And should I somehow, incredibly, kill Her, or wound
Her beyond chemosurgical repair, She of all beings has no need
to doubt death. The ordinary bracelet cries with quite sufficient
radio loudness to be heard by more than one thanatic station, when
we die; and in that shielding the soul can scarcely be damaged
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before the Winged Heels arrive to bear it off to SUM. Surely the
Dark Queen’s circlet can call still further, and is still better in-
sulated, than any mortal’s. And She will most absolutely be re-
created. She has been, again and again; death and rebirth every
seven years keep Her eternally young in the service of SUM. I
have never been able to find out when She was first born.)

Fear, perhaps, of what I have sung and what I might speak?

At last She says—I can scarcely hear through the gusts and
creakings in the trees—“Give me the Ring, then.”

The dwarf robot which stands by Her throne when She sits
among men appears beside Her and extends the massive dull-silver
circle to me. I place my left arm within, so that my soul is enclosed.
The tablet on the upper surface of the Ring, which looks so much
like a jewel, slants away from me; I cannot read what flashes onto
the bezel. But the faint glow picks Her features out of murk as
She bends to look.

Of course, I tell myself, the actual soul is not scanned. That
would take too long. Probably the bracelet which contains the soul
has an identification code built in. The Ring sends this to an ap-
propriate part of SUM, Which instantly sends back what is re-
corded under that code. I hope there is nothing more to it. SUM
has not seen fit to tell us.

“What do you call yourself at the moment?” She asks.

A current of bitterness crosses my tide. “Lady of Ours, why
should You care? Is not my real name the number I got when
I was allowed to be born?”

Calm descends once more upon Her. “If I am to evaluate prop-
erly what you say, I must know more about you than these few
official data. Name indicates mood.”

I too feel unshaken again, my tide running so strong and smooth
that I might not know I was moving did I not see time recede
behind me. “Lady of Ours, I cannot give You a fair answer. In
this past year I have not troubled with names, or with much of
anything else. But some people who knew me from earlier days
call me Harper.”

“What do you do besides make that sinister music?”
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“These days, nothing, Lady of Ours. I’ve money to live out my
life, if I eat sparingly and keep no home. Often I am fed and
housed for the sake of my songs.”

“What you sang is unlike anything I have heard since—" Anew,
briefly, that robot serenity is shaken. “Since before the world was
stabilized. You should not wake dead symbols, Harper. They walk
through men’s dreams.”

“Is that bad?”

“Yes. The dreams become nightmares. Remember: mankind,
every man who ever lived, was insane before SUM brought order,
reason, and peace.”

“Well, then,” T say, “I will cease and desist if I may have my
own dead wakened for me.”

She stiffens. The tablet goes out. I withdraw my arm and the
Ring is stored away by Her servant. So again She is faceless, be-
neath flickering stars, here at the bottom of this shadowed valley.
Her voice falls cold as the air: “No one can be brought back to
life before Resurrection Time is ripe.”

I do not say, “What about You?” for that would be vicious.
What did She think, how did She weep, when SUM chose Her
of all the young on Earth? What does She endure in Her centuries?
I dare not imagine.

Instead, I smite my harp and sing, quietly this time:

“Strew on her roses, roses,
And never a spray of yew.
In quiet she reposes:

Ah! would that 1 did too.”

“Her cabin’d, ample Spirit

It flutter’d and fail'd for breath.
To-night it doth inherit

The vasty hall of Death.”

I know why my songs strike so hard: because they bear dreads
and passions that no one is used to—that most of us hardly know
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could exist—in SUM’s ordered universe. But I had not the courage
to hope She would be as torn by them as I see. Has She not lived
with more darkness and terror than the ancients could conceive?
She calls, “Who has died?”

“She had many names, Lady of Ours,” I say. “None was beauti-
ful enough. I can tell You her number, though.”

“Your daughter? I . . . sometimes I am asked if a dead child
cannot be brought back. Not often, anymore, when they go so
soon to the creche. But sometimes. I tell the mother she may
have a new one; but if ever We started recreating dead infants,
at what age level could We stop?”

“No, this was my woman.”

“Impossible!” Her tone seeks to be not unkindly but is, instead,
well-nigh frantic. “You will have no trouble finding others. You
are handsome, and your psyche is, is, is extraordinary. It burns
like Lucifer.”

“Do You remember the name Lucifer, Lady of Ours?” I pounce.
“Then You are old indeed. So old that You must also remember
how a man might desire only one woman, but her above the whole
world and heaven.”

She tries to defend Herself with a jeer: “Was that mutual,
Harper? I know more of mankind than you do, and surely I am
the last chaste woman in existence.”

“Now that she is gone, Lady, yes, perhaps You are. But we—
Do You know how she died? We had gone to a wildcountry area.
A man saw her, alone, while I was off hunting gem rocks to make
her a necklace. He approached her. She refused him. He threatened
force. She fled. This was desert land, viper land, and she was bare-
foot. One of them bit her. I did not find her till hours later. By
then the poison and the unshaded sun— She died quite soon after
she told me what had happened and that she loved me. I could
not get her body to chemosurgery in time for normal revival pro-
cedures. I had to let them cremate her and take her soul away
to SUM.”

“What right have you to demand her back, when no one else
can be given their own?”
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“The right that I love her, and she loves me. We are more neces-
sary to each other than sun or moon. I do not think You could
find another two people of whom this is so, Lady. And is not every-
one entitled to claim what is necessary to his life? How else can
society be kept whole?”

“You are being fantastic,” She says thinly. “Let me go.”

“No, Lady. I am speaking sober truth. But poor plain words
won’t serve me. I sing to You because then maybe You will un-
derstand.” And I strike my harp anew, but it is more to her than
Her that I sing.

“If I had thought thou couldst have died,
I might not weep for thee;

But I forgot, when by thy side,

That thou couldst mortal be:

It never through my mind had past

The time would e’er be o’er,

And on thee should look my last,
And thou shouldst smile no more!”

“I cannot—" She falters. “I did not know such feelings existed
any longer.”

“Now You do, Lady of Ours. And is that not an important
datum for SUM?”

“Yes. If true.” Abruptly She leans toward me. I see Her shudder
in the murk, under the flapping cloak, and hear Her jaws clatter
with cold. “I cannot linger here. But ride with Me. Sing to Me.
I think I can bear it.”

So much have I scarcely expected. But my destiny is upon me.
I mount into the chariot. The canopy slides shut and we proceed.

The main cabin encloses us. Behind its rear door must be facil-
ities for Her living on Earth; this is a big vehicle. But here is
little except curved panels. They are true wood of different comely
grains: so She also needs periodic escape from our machine ex-
istence, does She? Furnishing is scant and austere. The only sound
is our passage, muffled to a murmur for us; and, because their
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photomultipliers are not activated, the scanners show nothing out-
side but night. We huddle close to a glower, hands extended toward
its fieriness. Our shoulders brush, our bare arms, Her skin is soft
and Her hair falls loose over the thrown-back cowl, smelling of
the summer which is dead. What, is She still human?

After a timeless time, She says, not yet looking at me: “The
thing you sang, there on the highroad as I came near—I do not
remember it. Not even from the years before I became what I
am.”

“It is older than SUM,” I answer, “and its truth will outlive
It.”

“Truth?” I see Her tense Herself. “Sing me the rest.”

My fingers are no longer too numb to call forth chords.

“—Unto the Death gois all Estatis,
Princis, Prelattis, and Potestatis,
Baith rich and poor of all degree:—

He takis the knichtis in to the field
Enarmit under helm and scheild;
Victor he is at all mellie.—

That strong unmerciful tyrand
Takis, on the motheris breast sowkand,
The babe full of benignitie:—

He takis the campion in the stour,
The captain closit in the tour,
The ladie in bout full of bewtie:—

He sparis no lord for his piscence,
Na clerk for his intelligence;

His awful straik may no man flee:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.”

She breaks me off, clapping hands to ears and half shrieking,
‘(No!’1
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1, grown unmerciful, pursue Her: “You understand now, do You
not? You are not eternal either. SUM isn’t. Not Earth, not Sun,
not stars. We hid from the truth. Every one of us. I too, until
I lost the one thing which made everything make sense. Then I
had nothing left to lose, and could look with clear eyes. And what
I saw was Death.”

“Get out! Let Me alone!”

“I will not let the whole world alone, Queen, until I get her
back. Give me her again, and I'll believe in SUM again. I'll praise
It till men dance for joy to hear Its name.”

She challenges me with wildcat eyes. “Do you think such matters
to It?”

“Well”"—I shrug—“songs could be useful. They could help
achieve the great objective sooner. Whatever that is. ‘Optimization
of total human activity’—wasn’t that the program? I don’t know
if it still is. SUM has been adding to Itself so long. I doubt if
You Yourself understand Its purposes, Lady of Ours.”

“Don’t speak as if It were alive,” She says harshly. “It is a
computer-effector complex. Nothing more.”

“Are You certain?”

“I— Yes. It thinks, more widely and deeply than any human
ever did or could; but It is not alive, not aware, It has no conscious-
ness. That is one reason why It decided It needed Me.”

“Be that as it may, Lady,” I tell Her, “the ultimate result, what-
ever It finally does with us, lies far in the future. At present I
care about that; I worry; I resent our loss of self-determination.
But that’s because only such abstractions are left to me. Give me
back my Lightfoot, and she, not the distant future, will be my
concern. I'll be grateful, honestly grateful, and You Two will know
it from the songs I then choose to sing. Which, as I said, might
be helpful to It.”

“You are unbelievably insolent,” She says without force.

“No, Lady, just desperate,” I say.

The ghost of a smile touches Her lips. She leans back, and mur-
murs, “Well, I'll take you there. What happens then, you realize,
lies outside My power. My observations, My recommendations,
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are nothing but a few items to take into account, among billions.
However . . . we have a long way to travel this night. Give Me
what data you think will help you, Harper.”

I do not finish the Lament. Nor do I dwell in any other fashion
on grief. Instead, as the hours pass, I call upon those who dealt
with the joy (not the fun, not the short delirium, but the joy)
that man and woman might once have of each other.

Knowing where we are bound, I too need such comfort.

And the night deepens, and the leagues fall behind us, and finally
we are beyond habitation, beyond wildcountry, in the land where
life never comes. By crooked moon and waning starlight I see the
plain of concrete and iron, the missiles and energy projectors
crouched like beasts, the robot aircraft wheeling aloft: and the
lines, the relay towers, the scuttling beetle-shaped carriers, that
whole transcendent nerve-blood-sinew by which SUM knows and
orders the world. For all the flitting about, for all the forces which
seethe, here is altogether still. The wind itself seems to have frozen
to death. Hoarfrost is gray on the steel shapes. Ahead of us, tiered
and mountainous, begins to appear the castle of SUM.

She Who rides with me does not give sign of noticing that my
songs have died in my throat. What humanness She showed is de-
parting; Her face is cold and shut; her voice bears a ring of metal;
She looks straight ahead. But She does speak to me for a little
while yet:

“Do you understand what is going to happen? For the next half
year I will be linked with SUM, integral, another component of
It. I suppose you will see Me, but that will merely be My flesh.
What speaks to you will be SUM.”

“T know.” The words must be forced forth. My coming this
far is more triumph than any man in creation before me has
won; and I am here to do battle for my Dancer-on-Moonglades;
but nonetheless my heart shakes me, and is loud in my skull, and
my sweat stinks.

I manage, though, to add: “You will be a part of It, Lady
of Ours. That gives me hope.”

For an instant She turns to me, and lays Her hand across mine,
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and something makes Her again so young and untaken that I al-
most forget the girl who died; and She whispers, “If you knew
how I hope!”

The instant is gone, and I am alone among machines.

We must stop before the castle gate. The wall looms sheer above,
so high and high that it seems to be toppling upon me against
the westward march of the stars, so black and black that it does
not only drink down every light, it radiates blindness. Challenge
and response quiver on electronic bands I cannot sense. The outer-
guardian parts of It have perceived a mortal aboard this craft.
A missile launcher swings about to aim its three serpents at me.
But the Dark Queen answers—She does not trouble to be per-
emptory—and the castle opens its jaws for us.

We descend. Once, I think, we cross a river. I hear a rushing
and hollow echoing and see droplets glitter where they are cast
onto the viewports and outlined against dark. They vanish at once:
liquid hydrogen, perhaps, to keep certain parts near absolute zero?

Much later we stop and the canopy slides back. I rise with Her.
We are in a room, or cavern, of which I can see nothing, for there
is no light except a dull bluish phosphorescence which streams from
every solid object, also from Her flesh and mine. But I judge the
chamber is enormous, for a sound of great machines at work comes
very remotely, as if heard through dream, while our own voices
are swallowed up by distance. Air is pumped through, neither warm
nor cold, totally without odor, a dead wind.

We descend to the floor. She stands before me, hands crossed
on breast, eyes half shut beneath the cowl and not looking at me
nor away from me. “Do what you are told, Harper,” She says
in a voice that has never an overtone, “precisely as you are told.”
She turns and departs at an even pace. I watch Her go until I
can no longer tell Her luminosity from the formless swirlings within
my own eyeballs.

A claw plucks my tunic. I look down and am surprised to see
that the dwarf robot has been waiting for me this whole time. How
long a time that was, I cannot tell.

Its squat form leads me in another direction. Weariness crawls
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upward through me, my feet stumble, my lips tingle, lids are
weighted and muscles have each their separate aches. Now and
then I feel a jag of fear, but dully. When the robot indicates Lie
down here, 1 am grateful.

The box fits me well. I let various wires be attached to me,
various needles be injected which lead into tubes. I pay little at-
tention to the machines which cluster and murmur around me.
The robot goes away. I sink into blessed darkness.

I wake renewed in body. A kind of shell seems to have grown
between my forebrain and the old animal parts. Far away I can
feel the horror and hear the screaming and thrashing of my in-
stincts; but awareness is chill, calm, logical. I have also a feeling
that I slept for weeks, months, while leaves blew loose and snow
fell on the upper world. But this may be wrong, and in no case
does it matter. I am about to be judged by SUM.

The little faceless robot leads me off, through murmurous black
corridors where the dead wind blows. I unsling my harp and clutch
it to me, my sole friend and weapon. So the tranquillity of the
reasoning mind which has been decreed for me cannot be absolute.
I decide that It simply does not want to be bothered by anguish.
(No; wrong; nothing so humanlike; It has no desires; beneath that
power to reason is nullity.)

At length a wall opens for us and we enter a room where She
sits enthroned. The self-radiation of metal and flesh is not apparent
here, for light is provided, a featureless white radiance with no
apparent source. White, too, is the muted sound of the machines
which encompass Her throne. White are Her robe and face. I look
away from the multitudinous unwinking scanner eyes, into Hers,
but She does not appear to recognize me. Does She even see me?
SUM has reached out with invisible fingers of electromagnetic in-
duction and taken Her back into Itself. I do not tremble or sweat—
I cannot—but I square my shoulders, strike one plangent chord,
and wait for It to speak.

It does, from some invisible place. I recognize the voice It has
chosen to use: my own. The overtones, the inflections are true,
normal, what I myself would use in talking as one reasonable man
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to another. Why not? In computing what to do about me, and
in programming Itself accordingly, SUM must have used so many
billion bits of information that adequate accent is a negligible sub-
problem.

No . . . there I am mistaken again. . . SUM does not do things
on the basis that It might as well do them as not. This talk with
myself is intended to have some effect on me. I do not know what.

“Well,” It says pleasantly, “you made quite a journey didn’t
you? I'm glad. Welcome.”

My instincts bare teeth to hear those words of humanity used
by the unfeeling unalive. My logical mind considers replying with
an ironic “Thank you,” decides against it, and holds me silent.

“You see,” SUM continues after a moment that whirrs, “you
are unique. Pardon Me if I speak a little bluntly. Your sexual
monomania is just one aspect of a generally atavistic, superstition-
oriented personality. And yet, unlike the ordinary misfit, you’re
both strong and realistic enough to cope with the world. This
chance to meet you, to analyze you while you rested, has opened
new insights for Me on human psychophysiology. Which may lead
to improved techniques for governing it and its evolution.”

“That being so,” I reply, “give me my reward.”

“Now look here,” SUM says in a mild tone, “you if anyone
should know I'm not omnipotent. I was built originally to help
govern a civilization grown too complex. Gradually, as My pro-
gram of self-expansion progressed, I took over more and more
decision-making functions. They were given to Me. People were
happy to be relieved of responsibility, and they could see for them-
selves how much better I was running things than any mortal could.
But to this day, My authority depends on a substantial consensus.
If T started playing favorites, as by recreating your girl, well, I'd
have troubles.”

“The consensus depends more on awe than on reason,” I say.
“You haven’t abolished the gods, You’ve simply absorbed them
into Yourself. If You choose to pass a miracle for me, Your
prophet singer—and I will be Your prophet if You do this—why,
that strengthens the faith of the rest.”



22 POUL ANDERSON

“So you think. But your opinions aren’t based on any exact
data. The historical and anthropological records from the past be-
fore Me are unquantitative. I've already phased them out of the
curriculum. Eventually, when the culture’s ready for such a move,
I'll order them destroyed. They’re too misleading. Look what
they’ve done to you.”

I grin into the scanner eyes. “Instead,” I say, “people will be
encouraged to think that before the world was, was SUM. All right.
I don’t care, as long as I get my girl back. Pass me a miracle,
SUM, and I'll guarantee You a good payment.”

“But I have no miracles. Not in your sense. You know how
the soul works. The metal bracelet encloses a pseudo-virus, a set
of giant protein molecules with taps directly to the bloodstream
and nervous system. They record the chromosome pattern, the
synapse flash, the permanent changes, everything. At the owner’s
death, the bracelet is dissected out. The Winged Heels bring it
here, and the information contained is transferred to one of My
memory banks. I can use such a record to guide the growing of
a new body in the vats; a young body, on which the former habits
and recollections are imprinted. But you don’t understand the com-
plexity of the process, Harper. It takes Me weeks, every seven
years, and every available biochemical facility, to recreate My hu-
man liaison. And the process isn’t perfect, either. The pattern is
affected by storage. You might say that this body and brain
you see before you remembers each death. And those are short
deaths. A longer one—man, use your sense. Imagine.”

I can; and the shield between reason and feeling begins to crack.
I had sung, of my darling dead:

“No motion has she now, no force;

She neither hears nor sees;

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.”

Peace, at last. But if the memory-storage is not permanent but
circulating; if, within those gloomy caverns of tubes and wire and
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outer-space cold, some remnant of her psyche must flit and flicker,
alone, unremembering, aware of nothing but having lost life— No!

I smite the harp and shout so the room rings: “Give her back!
Or Il kill You!”

SUM finds it expedient to chuckle; and, horribly, the smile is
reflected for a moment on the Dark Queen’s lips, though otherwise
She never stirs. “And how do you propose to do that?” It asks
me.

It knows, I know, what I have in mind, so I counter: “How
do You propose to stop me?”

“No need. You'll be considered a nuisance. Someone will decide
you ought to have psychiatric treatment. They’ll query My diag-
nostic outlet. I'll recommend certain excisions.”

“On the other hand, since You’ve sifted my mind by now, and
since You know how I've affected people with my songs—even the
Lady yonder, even Her—wouldn’t you rather have me working for
You? With words like, ‘O taste, and see, how gracious the Lord
is; blessed is the man that trusteth in him. O fear the Lord, ye
that are his saints: for they that fear him lack nothing.’ 1 can make
You into God.”

“In a sense, I already am God.”

“And in another sense not. Not yet.” I can endure no more.
“Why are we arguing? You made Your decision before I woke.
Tell me and let me go!”

With an odd carefulness, SUM responds: “I’'m still studying
you. No harm in admitting to you. My knowledge of the human
psyche is as yet imperfect. Certain areas won’t yield to computa-
tion. I don’t know precisely what you’d do, Harper. If to that un-
certainty I added a potentially dangerous precedent—"

“Kill me, then.” Let my ghost wander forever with hers, down
in Your cryogenic dreams.”

“No, that’s also inexpedient. Yowve made yourself too con-
spicuous and controversial. Too many people know by now that
you went off with the Lady.” Is it possible that, behind steel and
energy, a nonexistent hand brushes across a shadow face in puz-
zlement? My heartbeat is thick in the silence.
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Suddenly It shakes me with decision: “The calculated probabili-
ties do favor your keeping your promises and making yourself
useful. Therefore I shall grant your request. However—"

I am on my knees. My forehead knocks on the floor until blood
runs into my eyes. I hear through stormwinds:

“—testing must continue. Your faith in Me is not absolute; in
fact, you’re very skeptical of what you call My goodness. Without
additional proof of your willingness to trust Me, I can’t let you
have the kind of importance which your getting your dead back
from Me would give you. Do you understand?”

The question does not sound rhetorical. “Yes,” I sob.

“Well, then,” says my civilized, almost amiable voice, “I com-
puted that you’d react much as you have done, and prepared for
the likelihood. Your woman’s body was recreated while you lay
under study. The data which make personality are now being fed
back into her neurones. She’ll be ready to leave this place by the
time you do.

“I repeat, though, there has to be a testing. The procedure is
also necessary for its effect on you. If you’re to be My prophet,
yow’ll have to work pretty closely with Me; you’ll have to undergo
a great deal of reconditioning; this night we begin the process.
Are you willing?”

“Yes, yes, yes, what must T do?”

“Only this: follow the robot out. At some point, she, your
woman, will join you. She’ll be conditioned to walk so quietly you
can’t hear her. Don’t look back. Not once, until you’re in the upper
world. A single glance behind you will be an act of rebellion against
Me, and a datum indicating you can’t really be trusted . . . and that
ends everything. Do you understand?”

“Is that all?” I cry. “Nothing more?”

“It will prove more difficult than you think,” SUM tells me. My
voice fades, as if into illimitable distances: “Farewell, worshiper.”

The robot raises me to my feet. I stretch out my arms to the
Dark Queen. Half blinded with tears, I nonetheless see that She
does not see me. “Good-bye,” I mumble, and let the robot lead
me away.
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Our walking is long through those murky miles. At first I am
in too much of a turmoil, and later too stunned, to know where or
how we are bound. But later still, slowly, I become aware of my
flesh and clothes and the robot’s alloy, glimmering blue in black-
ness. Sounds and smells are muffled; rarely does another machine
pass by, unheeding of us. (What work does SUM have for them?)
I am so careful not to look behind me that my neck grows stiff.

Though it is not prohibited, is it, to lift my harp past my shoul-
der, in the course of strumming a few melodies to keep up my
courage, and see if a following illumination is reflected in this pol-
ished wood?

Nothing. Well, her second birth must take time—O SUM, be
careful of her!—and then she must be led through many tunnels,
no doubt, before she makes rendezvous with my back. Be patient,
Harper.

Sing. Welcome her home. No, these hollow spaces swallow all
music; and she is as yet in that trance of death from which only
the Sun and my kiss can wake her; if indeed, she has joined me
yet. I listen for other footfalls than my own.

Surely we haven’t much further to go. I ask the robot, but of
course I get no reply. Make an estimate. I know about how fast
the chariot traveled coming down. . . . The trouble is, time does
not exist here. I have no day, no stars, no clock but my heartbeat,
and I have lost the count of that. Nevertheless, we must come to
the end soon. What purpose would be served by walking me
through this labyrinth till T die?

Well, if I am totally exhausted at the outer gate, I won’t make
undue trouble when I find no Rose-in-Hand behind me.

No, now that’s ridiculous. If SUM didn’t want to heed my plea,
It need merely say so. I have no power to inflict physical damage
on Its parts.

Of course, It might have plans for me. It did speak of recon-
ditioning. A series of shocks, culminating in that last one, could
make me ready for whatever kind of gelding It intends to do.

Or It might have changed Its mind. Why not? It was quite frank
about an uncertainty factor in the human psyche. It may have re-
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evaluated the probabilities and decided: better not to serve my
desire.

Or It may have tried, and failed. It admitted the recording proc-
ess is imperfect. I must not expect quite the Gladness I knew; she
will always be a little haunted. At best. But suppose the tank
spawned a body with no awareness behind the eyes? Or a mon-
ster? Suppose, at this instant, I am being followed by a half-rotten
corpse?

No! Stop that! SUM would know, and take corrective measures.
Would 1t? Can It?

I comprehend how this passage through night, where I never
look to see what follows me, how this is an act of submission and
confession. I am saying, with my whole existent being, that SUM
is all-powerful, all-wise, all-good. To SUM 1 offer the love I came
to win back. Oh, It looked more deeply into me than ever I did
myself.

But I shall not fail.

Will SUM, though? If there has indeed been some grisly error
. . . let me not find it out under the sky. Let her, my only, not.
For what then shall we do? Could T lead her here again, knock on
the iron gate, and cry, “Master, You have given me a thing unfit
to exist. Destroy it and start over.”—? For what might the wrong-
ness be? Something so subtle, so pervasive, that it does not show in
any way save my slow, resisted discovery that I embrace a zombie?
Doesn’t it make better sense to look—make certain while she is
yet drowsy with death—use the whole power of SUM to correct
what may be awry?

No, SUM wants me to believe that It makes no mistakes. I
agreed to that price. And to much else . . . I don’t know how
much else, I am daunted to imagine, but that word “recondition”
is ugly. . . . Does not my woman have some rights in the matter
too? Shall we not at least ask her if she wants to be the wife of a
prophet; shall we not, hand in hand, ask SUM what the price of
her life is to her?

Was that a footfall? Almost, I whirl about. I check myself and
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stand shaking; names of hers break from my lips. The robot urges
me on.

Imagination. It wasn’t her step. I am alone. I will always be
alone.

The halls wind upward. Or so I think; I have grown too weary
for much kinesthetic sense. We cross the sounding river, and I am
bitten to the bone by the cold which blows upward around the
bridge, and I may not turn about to offer the naked newborn
woman my garment. I lurch through endless chambers where ma-
chines do meaningless things. She hasn’t seen them before. Into
what nightmare has she risen; and why don’t I, who wept into her
dying senses that I loved her, why don’t I look at her, why don’t I
speak?

Well, T could talk to her. I could assure the puzzled mute dead
that I have come to lead her back into sunlight. Could I not? I ask
the robot. It does not reply. I cannot remember if I may speak to
her. If indeed I was ever told. I stumble forward.

I crash into a wall and fall bruised. The robot’s claw closes on
my shoulder. Another arm gestures. I see a passageway, very long
and narrow, through the stone. I will have to crawl through. At
the end, at the end, the door is swinging wide. The dear real dusk
of Earth pours through into this darkness. I am blinded and
deafened.

Do I hear her cry out? Was that the final testing; or was my own
sick, shaken mind betraying me; or is there a destiny which, like
SUM with us, makes tools of suns and SUM? I don’t know. I know
only that I turned, and there she stood. Her hair flowed long, loose,
past the remembered face from which the trance was just depart-
ing, on which the knowing and the love of me had just awakened—
flowed down over the body that reached forth arms, that took one
step to meet me and was halted.

The great grim robot at her own back takes her to it. I think
it sends lightning through her brain. She falls. It bears her away.

My guide ignores my screaming. Irresistible, it thrusts me out
through the tunnel. The door clangs in my face. I stand before the
wall which is like a mountain. Dry snow hisses across concrete.
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The sky is bloody with dawn; stars still gleam in the west, and arc
lights are scattered over the twilit plain of the machines.

Presently I go dumb. I become almost calm. What is there left
to have feelings about? The door is iron, the wall is stone fused
into one basaltic mass. I walk some distance off into the wind, turn
around, lower my head and charge. Let my brains be smeared
across Its gate; the pattern will be my hieroglyphic for hatred.

I am seized from behind. The force that stops me must needs
be bruisingly great. Released, I crumple to the ground before a
machine with talons and wings. My voice from it says, “Not here.
I'll carry you to a safe place.”

“What more can You do to me?” I croak.

“Release you. You won’t be restrained or molested on any or-
ders of Mine.”

“Why not?”

“Obviously you’re going to appoint yourself My enemy forever.
This is an unprecedented situation, a valuable chance to collect
data.”

“You tell me this, You warn me, deliberately?”

“Of course. My computation is that these words will have the
effect of provoking your utmost effort.”

“You won’t give her again? You don’t want my love?”

“Not under the circumstances. Too uncontrollable. But your
hatred should, as I say, be a useful experimental tool.”

“T’ll destroy You,” I say.

It does not deign to speak further. Its machine picks me up and
flies off with me. I am left on the fringes of a small town further
south. Then I go insane.

I do not much know what happens during that winter, nor care.
The blizzards are too loud in my head. I walk the ways of Earth,
among lordly towers, under neatly groomed trees, into careful
gardens, over bland, bland campuses. I am unwashed, uncombed,
unbarbered; my tatters flap about me and my bones are near
thrusting through the skin; folks do not like to meet these eyes
sunken so far into this skull, and perhaps for that reason they give
me to eat. I sing to them.
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“From the hag and hungry goblin

That into rags would rend ye

And the spirit that stan’d by the naked man
In the Book of Moons defend ye!

That of your five sound senses

You never be forsaken

Nor travel from yourselves with Tom
Aboard to beg your bacon.”

Such things perturb them, do not belong in their chrome-
edged universe. So I am often driven away with curses, and some-
times I must flee those who would arrest me and scrub my brain
smooth. An alley is a good hiding place, if I can find one in the
oldest part of a city; I crouch there and yowl with the cats. A forest
is also good. My pursuers dislike any place where any wildness
lingers.

But some feel otherwise. They have visited parklands, preserves,
actual wildcountry. Their purpose was overconscious—measured,
planned savagery, and a clock to tell them when they must go home
—but at least they are not afraid of silences and unlighted nights.
As spring returns, certain among them begin to follow me. They
are merely curious, at first. But slowly, month by month, especially
among the younger ones, my madness begins to call to something
in them.

“With an host of furious fancies

Whereof I am commander

With a burning spear, and a horse of air,

To the wilderness I wander.

By a knight of ghosts and shadows

I summoned am to tourney

Ten leagues beyond the wide world’s edge.
Me thinks it is no journey.”

They sit at my feet and listen to me sing. They dance, crazily,
to my harp. The girls bend close, tell me how I fascinate them,
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invite me to copulate. This 1 refuse, and when I tell them why,
they are puzzled, a little frightened maybe, but often they strive to
understand.

For my rationality is renewed with the hawthorn blossoms. I
bathe, have my hair and beard shorn, find clean raiment, and take
care to eat what my body needs. Less and less do I rave before
anyone who will listen; more and more do I seek solitude, quiet-
ness, under the vast wheel of the stars, and think.

What is man? Why is man? We have buried such questions;
we have sworn they are dead—that they never really existed, being
devoid of empirical meaning—and we have dreaded that they might
raise the stones we heaped on them, rise and walk the world again
of nights. Alone, I summon them to me. They cannot hurt their
fellow dead, among whom I now number myself.

I sing to her who is gone. The young people hear and wonder.
Sometimes they weep.

“Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,

Nor the furious winter’s rages;

Thou thy wordly task hast done,

Home art gone; and ta’en thy wages:
Golden lads and girls all must

As chimney-sweepers, come to dust.”

“But this is not so!” they protest. “We will die and sleep a while,
and then we will live forever in SUM.”

I answer as gently as may be: “No. Remember I went there.
So I know you are wrong. And even if you were right, it would
not be right that you should be right.”

“What?”

“Don’t you see, it is not right that a thing should be the lord of
man. It is not right that we should huddle through our whole lives
in fear of finally losing them. You are not parts in a machine, and
you have better ends than helping the machine run smoothly.”

1 dismiss them and stride off, solitary again, into a canyon where
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a river clangs, or onto some gaunt mountain peak. No revelation
is given me. I climb and creep toward the truth.

Which is that SUM must be destroyed, not in revenge, not in
hate, not in fear, simply because the human spirit cannot exist in
the same reality as It.

But what, then, is our proper reality? And how shall we attain
to it?

I return with my songs to the lowlands. Word about me has gone
widely. They are a large crowd who follow me down the highroad
until it has changed into a street.

“The Dark Queen will soon come to these parts,” they tell me.
“Abide till She does. Let Her answer those questions you put to
us, which makes us sleep so badly.”

“Let me retire to prepare myself,” I say. I got up a long flight
of steps. The people watch from below, dumb with awe, till I van-
ish. Such few as were in the building depart. I walk down vaulted
halls, through hushed high-ceilinged rooms full of tables, among
shelves made massive by books. Sunlight slants dusty through the
windows.

The half memory has plagued me of late: once before, I know
not when, this year of mine also took place. Perhaps in this library
I can find the tale that—casually, I suppose, in my abnormal child-
hood—I read. For man is older than SUM: wiser, I swear; his myths
hold more truth than Its mathematics. I spend three days and most
of three nights in my search. There is little sound but the rustling
of leaves between my hands. Folk place offerings of food and drink
at the door. They tell themselves they do so out of pity, or curi-
osity, or to avoid the nuisance of having me die in an unconven-
tional fashion. But I know better.

At the end of the three days I am little further along. I have too
much material; I keep going off on sidetracks of beauty and fas-
cination. (Which SUM means to eliminate.) My education was like
everyone else’s, science, rationality, good sane adjustment. (SUM
writes our curricula, and the teaching machines have direct con-
nections to It.) Well, I can make some of my lopsided training
work for me. My reading has given me sufficient clues to prepare
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a search program. I sit down before an information retrieval con-
sole and run my fingers across its keys. They make a clattery music.

Electron beams are swift hounds. Within seconds the screen
lights up with words, and I read who I am.

It is fortunate that I am a fast reader. Before I can press the
CLEAR button, the unreeling words are wiped out. For an instant
the screen quivers with formlessness, then appears:

I HAD NOT CORRELATED THESE DATA WITH THE
FACTS CONCERNING YOU. THIS INTRODUCES A NEW
AND INDETERMINATE QUANTITY INTO THE COMPU-
TATIONS.

The nirvana which has come upon me (yes, I found that word
among the old books, and how portentous it is) is not passiveness,
it is a tide more full and strong than that which bore me down to
the Dark Queen those ages apast in wildcountry. I say, as coolly
as may be, “An interesting coincidence. If it is a coincidence.”
Surely sonic receptors are emplaced here.

EITHER THAT, OR A CERTAIN NECESSARY CONSE-
QUENCE OF THE LOGIC OF EVENTS.

The vision dawning within me is so blinding bright that I cannot
refrain from answering, “Or a destiny, SUM?”

MEANINGLESS. MEANINGLESS. MEANINGLESS.

“Now why did You repeat Yourself in that way? Once would
have sufficed. Thrice, though, makes an incantation. Are You by
any chance hoping Your words will make me stop existing?”’

I DO NOT HOPE. YOU ARE AN EXPERIMENT. IF I COM-
PUTE A SIGNIFICANT PROBABILITY OF YOUR CAUSING
SERIOUS DISTURBANCE, I WILL HAVE YOU TERMI-
NATED.

1 smile. “SUM,” I say, “I am going to terminate You.” I lean
over and switch off the screen. I walk out into the evening.

Not everything is clear to me yet, that I must say and do. But
enough is that I can start preaching at once to those who have been
waiting for me. As I talk, others come down the street, and hear,
and stay to listen. Soon they number in the hundreds.

1 have no immense new truth to offer them: nothing that I have
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not said before, although piecemeal and unsystematically; nothing
they have not felt themselves, in the innermost darknesses of their
beings. Today, however, knowing who I am and therefore why I
am, I can put these things in words. Speaking quietly, now and
then drawing on some forgotten song to show my meaning, I tell
them how sick and starved their lives are; how they have made
themselves slaves; how the enslavement is not even to a conscious
mind, but to an insensate inanimate thing which their own an-
cestors began; how that thing is not the centrum of existence, but
a few scraps of metal and bleats of energy, a few sad stupid pat-
terns, adrift in unbounded space-time. Put not your faith in SUM,
I tell them. SUM is doomed, even as you and I. Seek out mystery;
what else is the whole cosmos but mystery? Live bravely, die and
be done, and you will be more than any machine. You may per-
haps be God.

They grow tumultuous. They shout replies, some of which are
animal howls. A few are for me, most are opposed. That doesn’t
matter. I have reached into them, my music is being played on
their nerve-strings, and this is my entire purpose.

The Sun goes down behind the buildings. Dusk gathers. The
city remains vnilluminated. I soon realize why. She is coming, the
Dark Queen Whom they wanted me to debate with. From afar we
hear Her chariot thunder. Folk wail in terror. They are not wont
to do that either. They used to disguise their feelings from Her
and themselves by receiving Her with grave, sparse ceremony.
Now they would flee if they dared. I have lifted the masks.

The chariot halts in the street. She dismounts, tall and shadowy
cowled. The people make way before Her like water before a
shark. She climbs the stairs to face me. I see for the least instant
that Her lips are not quite firm and Her eyes abrim with tears. She
whispers, too low for anyone else to hear, “Oh, Harper, I'm sorry.”

“Come join me,” I invite. “Help me set the world free.”

“No. I cannot. I have been too long with It.” She straightens.
Imperium descends upon Her. Her voice rises for everyone to
bear. The little television robots flit close, bat shapes in the twi-
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light, that the whole planet may witness my defeat. “What is this
freedom you rant about?” She demands.

“To feel,” I say. “To venture. To wonder. To become men
again.”

“To become beasts, you mean. Would you demolish the ma-
chines that keep us alive?”

“Yes. We must. Once they were good and useful, but we let
them grow upon us like a cancer, and now nothing but destruc-
tion and a new beginning can save us.”

“Have you considered the chaos?”

“Yes. It too is necessary. We will not be men without the free-
dom to know suffering. In it is also enlightenment. Through it we
travel beyond ourselves, beyond Earth and stars, space and time,
to Mystery.”

“So you maintain that there is some undefined ultimate vague-
ness behind the measurable universe?” She smiles into the bat
eyes. We have each been taught, as children, to laugh on hearing
sarcasms of this kind. “Please offer me a little proof.”

“No,” I say. “Prove to me instead, beyond any doubt, that there
is not something we cannot understand with words and equations.
Prove to me likewise that I have no right to seek for it.

“The burden of proof is on You Two, so often have You lied
to us. In the name of rationality, You resurrected myth. The bet-
ter to control us! In the name of liberation, You chained our inner
lives and castrated our souls. In the name of service, You bound
and blinkered us. In the name of achievement, You held us to a
narrower round than any swine in its pen. In the name of benefi-
cence, You created pain, and horror, and darkness beyond dark-
ness.” I turn to the people. “I went there. 1 descended into the
cellars. I know!”

“He found that SUM would not pander to his special wishes, at
the expense of everyone else,” cries the Dark Queen. Do I hear
shrillness in Her voice? “Therefore he claims SUM is cruel.”

“I saw my dead,” I tell them. “She will not rise again. Nor yours,
nor you. Not ever. SUM will not, cannot raise us. In Its house is
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death indeed. We must seek life and rebirth elsewhere, among the
mysteries.”

She laughs aloud and points to my soul bracelet, glimmering
faintly in the gray-blue thickening twilight. Need She say anything?

“Will someone give me a knife and an ax?” I ask.

The crowd stirs and mumbles. I smell their fear. Street lamps
go on, as if they could scatter more than this corner of the night
which is rolling upon us. I fold my arms and wait. The Dark Queen
says something to me. Iignore Her.

The tools pass from hand to hand. He who brings them up the
stairs comes like a flame. He kneels at my feet and lifts what I
have desired. The tools are good ones, a broad-bladed hunting
knife and a long double-bitted ax.

Before the world, I take the knife in my right hand and slash
beneath the bracelet on my left wrist. The connections to my inner
body are cut. Blood flows, impossibly brilliant under the lamps. It
does not hurt; I am too exalted.

The Dark Queen shrieks. “You meant it! Harper, Harper!”

“There is no life in SUM,” I say. I pull my hand through the
circle and cast the bracelet down so it rings.

A voice of brass: “Arrest that maniac for correction. He is
deadly dangerous.”

The monitors who have stood on the fringes of the crowd try to
push through. They are resisted. Those who seek to help them
encounter fists and fingernails.

I take the ax and smash downward. The bracelet crumples.
The organic material within, starved of my secretions, exposed
to the night air, withers.

I raise the tools, ax in right hand, knife in bleeding left. “I seek
eternity where it is to be found,” I call. “Who goes with me?”

A score or better break loose from the riot, which is already
calling forth weapons and claiming lives. They surround me with
their bodies. Their eyes are the eyes of prophets. We make haste
to seek a hiding place, for one military robot has appeared and
others will not be long in coming. The tall engine strides to stand
guard over Our Lady, and this is my last glimpse of Her.
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My followers do not reproach me for having cost them all they
were. They are mine. In me is the godhead which can do no wrong,.

And the war is open, between me and SUM. My friends are
few, my enemies many and mighty. I go about the world as a
fugitive. But always I sing. And always I find someone who will
listen, will join us, embracing pain and death like a lover.

With the Knife and the Ax I take their souls. Afterward we hold
for them the ritual of rebirth. Some go thence to become outlaw
missionaries; most put on facsimile bracelets and return home, to
whisper my word. It makes little difference to me. I have no haste,
who own eternity.

For my word is of what lies beyond time. My enemies say I call
forth ancient bestialities and lunacies; that I would bring civiliza-
tion down in ruin; that it matters not a madman’s giggle to me
whether war, famine, and pestilence will again scour the Earth,
With these accusations I am satisfied. The language of them shows
me that here, too, I have reawakened anger. And that emotion
belongs to us as much as any other. More than the others, maybe,
in this autumn of mankind. We need a gale, to strike down SUM
and everything It stands for. Afterward will come the winter of
barbarism.

And after that the springtime of a new and (perhaps) more
human civilization. My friends seem to believe this will come in
their very lifetimes: peace, brotherhood, enlightenment, sanctity. I
know otherwise. I have been in the depths. The wholeness of man-
kind, which I am bringing back, has its horrors.

When one day

the Eater of the Gods returns

the Wolf breaks his chain

the Horsemen ride forth

the Age ends

the Beast is reborn
then SUM will be destroyed; and you, strong and fair, may go
back to earth and rain.

1 shall await you.

My aloneness is nearly ended, Daybright. Just one task remains.
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The god must die, that his followers may believe he is raised from
the dead and lives forever. Then they will go on to conquer the
world.

There are those who say I have spurned and offended them.
They too, borne on the tide which I raised, have torn out their
machine souls and seek in music and ecstasy to find a meaning
for existence. But their creed is a savage one, which has taken
them into wildcountry, where they ambush the monitors sent
against them and practice cruel rites. They believe that the final
reality is female. Nevertheless, messengers of theirs have ap-
proached me with the suggestion of a mystic marriage. This I re-
fused; my wedding was long ago, and will be celebrated again
when this cycle of the world has closed. Therefore they hate me.
But I have said I will come and talk to them.

I leave the road at the bottom of the valley and walk singing up
the hill. Those few I let come this far with me have been told to
abide my return. They shiver in the sunset; the vernal equinox is
three days away. I feel no cold myself. I stride exultant among
briars and twisted ancient apple trees. If my bare feet leave a little
blood in the snow, that is good. The ridges around are dark with
forest, which waits like the skeleton dead for leaves to be breathed
across it again. The eastern sky is purple, where stands the evening
star. Overhead, against blue, cruises an early flight of homebound
geese. Their calls drift faintly down to me. Westward, above me
and before me, smolders redness. Etched black against it are the
women.
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The Man Who
Walked Home

JAMES TIPTREE, JR.

Selecting a story by Tiptree to be repre-
sented in this collection is hard, because just
about all the stories this new writer has pro-
duced are original, talented, artistic and
memorable. However, we chose this one be-
cause its presentation of time travel is realis-
tically different.

—TRANSGRESSION! TERROR! And he thrust and lost there—punched
into impossibility, abandoned, never to be known how, the wrong
man in the most wrong of all wrong places in that unimaginable
collapse of never-to-be-reimagined mechanism—he stranded, un-
done, his lifeline severed, he in that nanosecond knowing his only
tether parting, going away, the longest line to life withdrawing,
winking out, disappearing forever beyond his grasp—telescoping
away from him into the closing vortex beyond which lay his home,
his life, his only possibility of being; seeing it sucked back into
the deepest maw, melting, leaving him orphaned on what never-to-
be-known shore of total wrongness—of beauty beyond joy, per-
haps? Of horror? Of nothingness? Of profound otherness only,
certainly whatever it was, that place into which he transgressed,
certainly it could not support his life there, his violent and violat-
ing aberrance; and he, fierce, brave, crazy—clenched into one total
protest, one body-fist of utter repudiation of himself there in that
place, forsaken there—what did he do? Rejected, exiled, hungering
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homeward more desperate than any lost beast driving for its un-
reachable home, his home, his HOME—and no way, no transport,
no vehicle, means, machinery, no force but his intolerable resolve
aimed homeward along that vanishing vector, that last and only
lifeline—he did, what?

He walked.

Home.

Precisely what hashed up in the work of the major industrial
lessee of the Bonneville Particle Acceleration Facility in Idaho
was never known. Or rather, all those who might have been able
to diagnose the original malfunction were themselves obliterated
almost at once in the greater catastrophe which followed.

The nature of this second cataclysm was not at first understood
either. All that was ever certain was that at 1153.6 of May 2, 1989
Old Style, the Bonneville laboratories and all their personnel were
transformed into an intimately disrupted form of matter resembling
a high-energy plasma, which became rapidly airborne to the ac-
companiment of radiating seismic and atmospheric events.

The disturbed area unfortunately included an operational MIRV
Watchdog bomb.

In the confusions of the next hours the Earth’s population was
substantially reduced, the biosphere was altered, and the Earth it-
self was marked with numbers of more conventional craters. For
some years thereafter the survivors were existentially preoccupied
and the peculiar dust bowl at Bonneville was left to weather by
itself in the changing climatic cycles.

It was not a large crater; just over a kilometer in width and lack-
ing the usual displacement lip. Its surface was covered with a finely
divided substance which dried into dust. Before the rains began it
was almost perfectly flat. Only in certain lights, had anyone been
there to inspect it, a small surface marking or abraded place could
be detected almost exactly at the center.

Two decades after the disaster a party of short brown people
appeared from the south, together with a flock of somewhat atypi-
cal sheep. The crater at this time appeared as a wide shallow basin
in which the grass did not grow well, doubtless from the almost
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complete lack of soil microorganisms. Neither this nor the sur-
rounding vigorous grass were found to harm the sheep. A few
crude hogans went up at the southern edge and a faint path began
to be traced across the crater itself, passing by the central bare
spot.

One spring morning two children who had been driving sheep
across the crater came screaming back to camp. A monster had
burst out of the ground before them, a huge flat animal making a
dreadful roar. It vanished in a flash and a shaking of the earth,
leaving an evil smell. The sheep had run away.

Since this last was visibly true, some elders investigated. Find-
ing no sign of the monster and no place in which it could hide, they
settled for beating the children, who settled for making a detour
around the monster-spot, and nothing more occurred for a while.

The following spring the episode was repeated. This time an
older girl was present but she could add only that the monster
seemed to be rushing flat out along the ground without moving at
all. And there was a scraped place in the dirt. Again nothing was
found; an evil-ward in a cleft stick was placed at the spot.

When the same thing happened for the third time a year later,
the detour was extended and other charm-wands were added. But
since no harm seemed to come of it and the brown people had
seen far worse, sheep-tending resumed as before. A few more in-
stantaneous apparitions of the monster were noted, each time in
the spring.

At the end of the third decade of the new era a tall old man
limped down the hills from the south, pushing his pack upon a
bicycle wheel. He camped on the far side of the crater, and soon
found the monster-site. He attempted to question people about it,
but no one understood him, so he traded a knife for some meat.
Although he was obviously feeble, something about him dissuaded
them from killing him, and this proved wise because he later as-
sisted the women to treat several sick children.

He spent much time around the place of the apparition and was
nearby when it made its next appearance. This excited him very
much, and he did several inexplicable but apparently harmless
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things, including moving his camp into the crater by the trail. He
stayed on for a full year watching the site and was close by for its
next manifestation. After this he spent a few days making a charm-
stone for the spot and then left, northward, hobbling, as he had
come.

More decades passed. The crater eroded and a rain-gully be-
came an intermittent streamlet across one edge of the basin. The
brown people and their sheep were attacked by a band of grizzled
men, after which the survivors went away eastward. The winters
of what had been Idaho were now frost-free; aspen and eucalyptus
sprouted in the moist plain. Still the crater remained treeless, vis-
ible as a flat bowl of grass, and the bare place at the center re-
mained. The skies cleared somewhat.

After another three decades a larger band of black people with
ox-drawn carts appeared and stayed for a time, but left again when
they too saw the thunderclap-monster. A few other vagrants strag-
gled by.

Five decades later a small permanent settlement had grown up
on the nearest range of hills, from which men riding on small po-
nies with dark stripes down their spines herded humped cattle
near the crater. A herdsman’s hut was built by the streamlet, which
in time became the habitation of an olive-skinned, red-haired
family. In due course one of this clan again observed the monster-
flash, but these people did not depart. The stone the tall man had
placed was noted and left undisturbed.

The homestead at the crater’s edge grew into a group of three
and was joined by others, and the trail across it became a cartroad
with a log bridge over the stream. At the center of the still-faintly-
discernible crater the cartroad made a bend, leaving a grassy place
which bore on its center about a square meter of curiously im-
pacted bare earth and a deeply-etched sandstone rock.

The apparition of the monster was now known to occur regu-
larly each spring on a certain morning in this place, and the chil-
dren of the community dared each other to approach the spot. It
was referred to in a phrase that could be translated as “the Old
Dragon.” The Old Dragon’s appearance was always the same: a
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brief, violent thunderburst which began and cut off abruptly, in the
midst of which a dragon-like creature was seen apparently in fu-
rious motion on the earth although it never actually moved. Af-
terward there was a bad smell and the earth smoked. People who
saw it from close by spoke of a shivering sensation.

Early in the second century two young men rode into town from
the north. Their ponies were shaggier than the local breed and the
equipment they carried included two boxlike objects which the
young men set up at the monster-site. They stayed in the area a
full year, observing two materializations of the Old Dragon, and
they provided much news and maps of roads and trading-towns in
the cooler regions to the north. They built a windmill which was
accepted by the community and offered to build a lighting ma-
chine, which was refused. Then they departed with their boxes
after unsuccessfully attempting to persuade a local boy to learn to
operate one.

In the course of the next decades other travelers stopped by
and marveled at the monster, and there was sporadic fighting over
the mountains to the south. One of the armed bands made a cattle-
raid into the crater hamlet. It was repulsed, but the raiders left a
spotted sickness which killed many. For all this time the bare place
at the crater’s center remained, and the monster made his regular
appearances, observed or not.

The hill-town grew and changed and the crater hamlet grew to
be a town. Roads widened and linked into networks. There were
gray-green conifers in the hills now, spreading down into the plain,
and chirruping lizards lived in their branches.

At century’s end a shabby band of skin-clad squatters with
stunted milk-beasts erupted out of the west and were eventually
killed or driven away, but not before the local herds had contracted
a vicious parasite. Veterinaries were fetched from the market-city
up north, but little could be done. The families near the crater
left, and for some decades the area was empty. Finally cattle of a
new strain reappeared in the plain and the crater hamlet was re-
occupied. Still the bare center continued annually to manifest the
monster and he became an accepted phenomenon of the area. On
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several occasions parties came from the distant Northwest Author-
ity to observe it.

The crater hamlet flourished and grew into the fields where cat-
tle had grazed and part of the old crater became the town park.
A small seasonal tourist industry based on the monster-site de-
veloped. The townspeople rented rooms for the appearances and
many more-or-less authentic monster-relics were on display in the
local taverns.

Several cults now grew up around the monster. Some held that
it was a devil or damned soul forced to appear on Earth in torment
to expiate the catastrophe of two centuries back. Others believed
that it, or he, was some kind of messenger whose roar portended
either doom or hope according to the believer. One very vocal sect
taught that the apparition registered the moral conduct of the
townspeople over the past year, and scrutinized the annual appari-
tion for changes which could be interpreted for good or ill. It was
considered lucky, or dangerous, to be touched by some of the
dust raised by the monster. In every generation at least one small
boy would try to hit the monster with a stick, usually acquiring a
broken arm and a lifelong tavern tale. Pelting the monster with
stones or other objects was a popular sport, and for some years
people systematically flung prayers and flowers at it. Once a party
tried to net it and were left with strings and vapor. The area itself
had long since been fenced off at the center of the park.

Through all this the monster made his violently enigmatic
annual appearance, sprawled furiously motionless, unreachably
roaring.

Only as the fourth century of the new era went by was it ap-
parent that the monster had been changing slightly. He was now
no longer on the earth but had an arm and a leg thrust upward in a
kicking or flailing gesture. As the years passed he began to change
more quickly until at the end of the century he had risen to a con-
torted crouching pose, arms outflung as if frozen in gyration. His
roar, too, seemed somewhat differently pitched and the earth after
him smoked more and more.

It was then widely felt that the man-monster was about to do
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something, to make some definitive manifestation, and a series of
natural disasters and marvels gave support to a vigorous cult
teaching this doctrine. Several religious leaders journeyed to the
town to observe the apparitions.

However, the decades passed and the man-monster did noth-
ing more than turn slowly in place, so that he now appeared to be
in the act of sliding or staggering while pushing himself backward
like a creature blown before a gale. No wind, of course, could be
felt, and presently the general climate quieted and nothing came
of it all.

Early in the fifth century New Calendar three survey parties
from the North Central Authority came through the area and
stopped to observe the monster. A permanent recording device
was set up at the site, after assurances to the townfolk that no
hardscience was involved. A local boy was trained to operate it; he
quit when his gir] left him but another volunteered. At this time
nearly everyone believed that the apparition was a man, or the
ghost of one. The record-machine boy and a few others, including
the school mechanics teacher, referred to him as The Man John.
In the next decades the roads were greatly improved; all forms of
travel increased and there was talk of building a canal to what had
been the Snake River.

One May morning at the end of Century Five a young couple in
a smart green mule-trap came jogging up the highroad from the
Sandreas Rift Range to the southwest. The girl was golden-skinned
and chatted with her young husband in a language unlike that ever
heard by the Man John either at the end or the beginning of his
life. What she said to him has, however, been heard in every age
and tongue.

“Oh Serli, I'm so glad we’re taking this trip now! Next summer
T'll be so busy with baby.”

To which Serli replied as young husbands often have, and so
they trotted up to the town’s inn. Here they left trap and bags and
went in search of her uncle who was expecting them there. The
morrow was the day of the Man John’s annual appearance, and
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her Uncle Laban had come from the MacKenzie History Museum
to observe it and to make certain arrangements.

They found him with the town school instructor of mechanics,
who was also the recorder at the monster-site. Presently Uncle
Laban took them all with him to the town mayor’s office to meet
with various religious personages. The mayor was not unaware of
tourist values, but he took Uncle Laban’s part in securing the cult-
ists’ grudging assent to the MacKenzie authorities’ secular inter-
pretation of the “monster,” which was made easier by the fact
that they disagreed among themselves. Then, seeing how pretty the
niece was, the mayor took them all home to dinner.

When they returned to the inn for the night it was abrawl with
holiday makers.

“Whew,” said Uncle Laban. “I’ve talked myself dry, sister’s
daughter. What a weight of holy nonsense is that Morsha female!
Serli, my lad, I know you have questions. Let me hand you this to
read; it’s the guide book we’re giving ’em to sell. Tomorrow I'll
answer for it all.” And he disappeared into the crowded tavern.

So Serli and his bride took the pamphlet upstairs to bed with
them, but it was not until the next morning at breakfast that they
found time to read it.

“‘All that is known of John Delgano,” read Serli with his
mouth full, “‘comes from two documents left by his brother Carl
Delgano in the archives of the MacKenzie Group in the early years
after the holocaust.” Put some honey on this cake, Mira my dove.
‘Verbatim transcript follows; this is Carl Delgano speaking.

““I’m not an engineer or an astronaut like John. I ran an elec-
tronics repair shop in Salt Lake City. John was only trained as a
spaceman, he never got to space, the slump wiped all that out. So
he tied up with this commercial group who were leasing part of
Bonneville. They wanted a man for some kind of hard vacuum
tests; that’s all I knew about it. John and his wife moved to Bonne-
ville, but we all got together several times a year, our wives were
like sisters. John had two kids, Clara and Paul.

“‘The tests were all supposed to be secret, but John told me
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confidentially they were trying for an anti-gravity chamber. I don’t
know if it ever worked. That was the year before.

“‘Then that winter they came down for Christmas and John
said they had something new. He was really excited. A temporal
displacement, he called it; some kind of time effect. He said the
chief honcho was like a real mad scientist. Big ideas. He kept add-
ing more angles every time some other project would quit and
leave equipment he could lease. No, I don’t know who the top
company was—maybe an insurance conglomerate, they had all the
cash, didn’t they? I guess they’d pay to catch a look at the future;
that figures. Anyway, John was go, go, go. Katherine was scared;
that’s natural. She pictured him like, you know, H.G. Wells—walk-
ing around in some future world. John told her it wasn’t like that
at all. All they’d get would be this kind of flicker, like a second or
two. All kinds of complications’—Yes, yes, my greedy piglet, some
brew for me too. This is thirsty work!

“So . . . ‘I remember I asked him, what about the Earth mov-
ing? I mean, you could come back in a different place, right? He
said they had that all figured. A spatial trajectory. Katherine was
so scared we dropped it. John told her, don’t worry, I'll come
home. But he didn’t. Not that it makes any difference, of course;
everything was wiped out. Salt Lake too. The only reason I'm here
is that I went up by Calgary to see Mom, April twenty-ninth. May
second it all blew. I didn’t find you folks at MacKenzie until July.
I guess I may as well stay. That’s all I know about John, except
that he was an all-right guy. If that accident started all this it wasn’t
his fault.

““The second document’—In the name of love, little mother,
do T have to read all this! Oh very well; but you will kiss me first,
madam. Must you look so ineffable? . . . “The second document.
Dated in the year eighteen, New Style, written by Carl’—see the old
handwriting, my plump pigeon. Oh, very well, very well.

“‘Written at Bonneville Crater. I have seen my brother John
Delgano. When I knew I had the rad sickness I came down here to
look around. Salt Lake’s still hot. So I hiked up here by Bonne-
ville. You can see the crater where the labs were; it’s grassed over.
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It’s different, it’s not radioactive, my film’s OK. There’s a bare
place in the middle. Some Indios here told me a monster shows
up here every year in the spring. I saw it myself a couple of days
after I got here but I was too far away to see much, except I was
sure it’s a man. In a vacuum suit. There was a lot of noise and
dust, took me by surprise. It was all over in a second. I figure it’s
pretty close to the day, I mean, May second, old.

“‘So I hung around a year and he showed up again yesterday.
I was on the face side and I could see his face through the face-
plate. It’s John all right. He’s hurt. I saw blood on his mouth and
his suit is frayed some. He’s lying on the ground. He didn’t move
while I could see him but the dust boiled up, like a man
sliding onto base without moving. His eyes are open like he was
looking. I don’t understand it anyway, but I know it’s John, not a
ghost. He was in exactly the same position each time and there’s a
loud crack like thunder and another sound like a siren, very fast.
And an ozone smell, and smoke. I felt a kind of shudder.

“‘I know it’s John there and I think he’s alive. I have to leave
here now to take this back while I can still walk. I think somebody
should come here and see. Maybe you can help John. Signed, Carl
Delgano.

““These records were kept by the MacKenzie Group but it was
not for several years—" Etcetera, first light-print, etcetera, archives,
analysts, etcetera—very good! Now it is time to meet your uncle,
my edible one, after we go upstairs for just a moment.”

“No, Serli, I will wait for you downstairs,” said Mira prudently.

When they came into the town park Uncle Laban was directing
the installation of a large durite slab in front of the enclosure
around the Man John’s appearance-spot. The slab was wrapped
in a curtain to await the official unveiling. Townspeople and
tourists and children thronged the walks and a Ride-For-Good
choir was singing in the bandshell. The morning was warming up
fast. Vendors hawked ices and straw toys of the monster and
flowers and good-luck confetti to throw at him. Another religious
group stood by in dark robes; they belonged to the Repentance
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church beyond the park. Their pastor was directing somber glares
at the crowd in general and Mira’s uncle in particular.

Three official-looking strangers who had been at the inn came
up and introduced themselves to Uncle Laban as observers from
Alberta Central. They went on into the tent which had been erected
over the enclosure, carrying with them several pieces of equipment
which the town-folk eyed suspiciously.

The mechanics teacher finished organizing a squad of students
to protect the slab’s curtain, and Mira and Serli and Laban went
on into the tent. It was much hotter inside. Benches were set in
rings around a railed enclosure about twenty feet in diameter.
Inside the railing the earth was bare and scuffed. Several bunches
of flowers and blooming poinciana branches leaned against the
rail. The only thing inside the rail was a rough sandstone rock
with markings etched on it.

Just as they came in a small girl raced across the open center
and was yelled at by everybody. The officials from Alberta were
busy at one side of the rail, where the light-print box was
mounted.

“Oh, no,” muttered Mira’s uncle, as one of the officials leaned
over to set up a tripod stand inside the rails. He adjusted it and a
huge horsetail of fine feathery filaments blossomed out and eddied
through the center of the space.

“Oh no,” Laban said again. “Why can’t they let it be?”

“They’re trying to pick up dust from his suit, is that right?”
Serli asked.

“Yes, insane. Did you get time to read?”

“Oh yes,” said Serli.

“Sort of,” added Mira.

“Then you know. He’s falling. Trying to check his—well, call it
velocity. Trying to slow down. He must have slipped or stumbled.
We're getting pretty close to when he lost his footing and started to
fall. What did it? Did somebody trip him?” Laban looked from
Mira to Serli, dead serious now. “How would you like to be the
one who made John Delgano fall?”

“Oob,” said Mira in quick sympathy. Then she said, “Oh.”
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“You mean,” asked Serli, “whoever made him fall caused all
the, caused—"

“Possible,” said Laban.

“Wait a minute,” Serli frowned. “He did fall. So somebody had
to do it—I mean, he has to trip or whatever. If he doesn’t fall
the past would all be changed, wouldn’t it? No war, no—"

“Possible,” Laban repeated. “God knows. All I know is that
John Delgano and the space around him is the most unstable,
improbable, highly charged area ever known on Earth and I'm
damned if I think anybody should go poking sticks in it.”

“Oh come now, Laban!” One of the Alberta men joined them,
smiling. “Our dust-mop couldn’t trip a gnat. It’s just vitreous
monofilaments.”

“Dust from the future,” grumbled Laban. “What’s it going to
tell you? That the future has dust in it?”

“If we could only get a trace from that thing in his hand.”

“In his hand?” asked Mira. Serli started leafing hurriedly
through the pamphlet.

“We’ve had a recording analyzer aimed at it,” the Albertan
lowered his voice, glancing around. “A spectroscope. We know
there’s something there, or was. Can’t get a decent reading. It’s
severely deteriorated.”

“People poking at him, grabbing at him,” Laban muttered.
“You_”

“Ten minutes!” shouted a man with a megaphone. “Take your
places, friends and strangers.”

The Repentance people were filing in at one side, intoning an
ancient incantation, “mi-seri-cordia, ora pro nobis!”

The atmosphere suddenly took on tension. It was now very
close and hot in the big tent. A boy from the mayor’s office
wiggled through the crowd, beckoning Laban’s party to come
and sit in the guest chairs on the second level on the “face” side.
In front of them at the rail one of the Repentance ministers was
arguing with an Albertan official over his right to occupy the space
taken by a recorder, it being his special duty to look into the Man
John’s eyes.



THE MAN WHO WALKED HOME 1]

“Can he really see us?”’ Mira asked her uncle.

“Blink your eyes,” Laban told her. “A new scene every blink,
that’s what he sees. Phantasmagoria. Blink-blink-blink—for god
knows how long.”

“Mi-sere-re, pec-cavi,” chanted the penitentials. A soprano
neighed “May the red of sin pa-aa-ass from us!”

“They believe his oxygen tab went red because of the state of
their souls.” Laban chuckled. “Their souls are going to have to
stay damned a while; John Delgano has been on oxygen reserve
for five centuries—or rather, he will be low for five centuries more.
At a half-second per year his time, that’s fifteen minutes. We know
from the audio trace he’s still breathing more or less normally
and the reserve was good for twenty minutes. So they should have
their salvation about the year seven hundred, if they last that
long.”

“Five minutes! Take your seats, folks. Please sit down so every-
one can see. Sit down, folks.”

“It says we’ll hear his voice through his suit speaker,” Serli
whispered. “Do you know what he’s saying?”

“You get mostly a twenty-cycle howl,” Laban whispered back.
“The recorders have spliced up something like ayt, part of an old
word. Take centuries to get enough to translate.”

“Is it a message?”

“Who knows? Could be his word for ‘date’ or ‘hate.” “Too late,’
maybe. Anything.”

The tent was quieting. A fat child by the railing started to cry
and was pulled back onto a lap. There was a subdued mumble of
praying. The Holy Joy faction on the far side rustled their flowers.

“Why don’t we set our clocks by him?”

“It’s changing. He’s on sidereal time.”

“One minute.”

In the hush the praying voices rose slightly. From outside a
chicken cackled. The bare center space looked absolutely ordi-
nary. Over it the recorder’s silvery filaments eddied gently in the
breath from a hundred lungs. Another recorder could be heard
ticking faintly.
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For long seconds nothing happened.

The air developed a tiny hum. At the same moment Mira
caught a movement at the railing on her left.

The hum developed a beat and vanished into a peculiar silence
and suddenly everything happened at once.

Sound burst on them, raced shockingly up the audible scale.
The air cracked as something rolled and tumbled in the space.
There was a grinding, wailing roar and—

He was there.

Solid, huge—a huge man in a monster suit, his head was a dull
bronze transparent globe holding a human face, dark smear of
open mouth. His position was impossible, legs strained forward
thrusting himself back, his arms frozen in a whirlwind swing. Al-
though he seemed to be in a frantic forward motion nothing
moved, only one of his legs buckled or sagged slightly—

—And then he was gone, utterly and completely gone in a
thunderclap, leaving only the incredible afterimage in a hundred
pairs of staring eyes. Air boomed, shuddering, dust roiled out
mixed with smoke.

“Oh, oh my God,” gasped Mira, unheard, clinging to Serli.
Voices were crying out, choking. “He saw me, he saw me!” a
woman shrieked. A few people dazedly threw their confetti into
the empty dust-cloud; most had failed to throw at all. Children
began to howl. “He saw me!” the woman screamed hysterically.
“Red, Oh Lord have mercy!” a deep male voice intoned.

Mira heard Laban swearing furiously and looked again into the
space. As the dust settled she could see that the recorder’s tripod
bad tipped over into the center. There was a dusty mound lying
against it—flowers. Most of the end of the stand seemed to have
disappeared or been melted. Of the filaments nothing could be
seen.

“Some damn fool pitched flowers into it. Come on, let’s get
out.”

“Was it under, did it trip him?” asked Mira, squeezed in the
crowd.



THE MAN WHO WALKED HOME 53

“It was still red, his oxygen thing,” Serli said over her head.
“No mercy this trip, eh, Laban?”

“Shsh!” Mira caught the Repentance pastor’s dark glance. They
jostled through the enclosure gate and were out in the sunlit park,
voices exclaiming, chattering loudly in excitement and relief.

“It was terrible,” Mira cried softly. “Oh, I never thought it was
a real live man. There he is, he’s there. Why can’t we help him?
Did we trip him?”

“I don’t know; I don’t think so,” her uncle grunted. They sat
down near the new monument, fanning themselves. The curtain
was still in place.

“Did we change the past?” Serli laughed, looked lovingly at
his little wife. He wondered for a moment why she was wearing
such odd earrings. Then he remembered he had given them to
her at that Indian pueblo they’d passed.

“But it wasn’t just those Alberta people,” said Mira. She seemed
obsessed with the idea. “It was the flowers really.” She wiped at
her forehead.

“Mechanics or superstition,” chuckled Serli. “Which is the
culprit, love or science?”

“Shsh.” Mira looked about nervously. “The flowers were love,
I guess . . . I feel so strange. It’s hot. Oh, thank you.” Uncle
Laban had succeeded in attracting the attention of the iced-drink
vendor.

People were chatting normally now and the choir struck into a
cheerful song. At one side of the park a line of people were waiting
to sign their names in the visitors’ book. The mayor appeared at
the park gate, leading a party up the bougainvillea alley for the
unveiling of the monument.

“What did it say on that stone by his foot?” Mira asked. Serli
showed her the guidebook picture of Carl’s rock with the inscrip-
tion translated below: WELCOME HOME JOHN.

“I wonder if he can see it.”

The mayor was about to begin his speech.

Much later when the crowd had gone away the monument
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stood alone in the dark, displaying to the moon the inscription in
the language of that time and place:

ON THIS SPOT THERE APPEARS ANNUALLY THE FORM OF MAJOR
JouN DELGANO, THE FIRST AND ONLY MAN TO TRAVEL IN TIME.

MAJOR DELGANO WAS SENT INTO THE FUTURE SOME HOURS BE-
FORE THE HOLOCAUST OF DAY ZERO. ALL KNOWLEDGE OF THE
MEANS BY WHICH HE WAS SENT IS LOST, PERHAPS FOREVER. IT IS
BELIEVED THAT AN ACCIDENT OCCURRED WHICH SENT HIM MUCH
FARTHER THAN WAS INTENDED. SOME ANALYSTS SPECULATE THAT
HE MAY HAVE GONE AS FAR AS FIFTY THOUSAND YEARS AHEAD. HAV-
ING REACHED THIS UNKNOWN POINT MAJOR DELGANO APPARENTLY
WAS RECALLED, OR ATTEMPTED TO RETURN, ALONG THE COURSE
IN SPACE AND TIME THROUGH WHICH HE WAS SENT. HIS TRAJEC-
TORY IS THOUGHT TO START AT THE POINT WHICH OUR SOLAR SYS-
TEM WILL OCCUPY AT A FUTURE TIME AND IS TANGENT TO THE
COMPLEX HELIX WHICH OUR EARTH DESCRIBES AROUND THE SUN.

HE APPEARS ON THIS SPOT IN THE ANNUAL INSTANTS IN WHICH
HIS COURSE INTERSECTS OUR PLANET’S ORBIT AND HE IS APPAR-
ENTLY ABLE TO TOUCH THE GROUND IN THOSE INSTANTS. SINCE NO
TRACE OF HIS PASSAGE INTO THE FUTURE HAS BEEN MANIFESTED,
IT IS BELIEVED THAT HE IS RETURNING BY A DIFFERENT MEANS
THAN HE WENT FORWARD. HE IS ALIVE IN OUR PRESENT. OUR PAST
IS HIS FUTURE AND OUR FUTURE IS HIS PAST. THE TIME OF HIS AP-
PEARANCES IS SHIFTING GRADUALLY IN SOLAR TIME TO CONVERGE
ON THE MOMENT OF 1153.6 ON MAY 2ND 1989 OLD STYLE, OR DAY
ZERO.

THE EXPLOSION WHICH ACCOMPANIED HIS RETURN TO HIS OWN
TIME AND PLACE MAY HAVE OCCURRED WHEN SOME ELEMENTS OF
THE PAST INSTANTS OF HIS COURSE WERE CARRIED WITH HIM INTO
THEIR OWN PRIOR EXISTENCE. IT IS CERTAIN THAT THIS EXPLOSION
PRECIPITATED THE WORLDWIDE HOLOCAUST WHICH ENDED FOR-
EVER THE AGE OF HARDSCIENCE.

—He was falling, losing control, failing in his fight against the
terrible momentum he had gained, fighting with his human legs
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shaking in the inhuman stiffness of his armor, his soles charred, not
gripping well now, not enough traction to brake, battling, thrusting
as the flashes came, the punishing alternation of light, dark, light,
dark, which he had borne so long, the claps of air thickening and
thinning against his armor as he skidded through space which was
time, desperately braking as the flickers of earth hammered against
his feet—only his feet mattered now, only to slow and stay on
course—and the pull, the beacon was getting slacker; as he came
near home it was fanning out, hard to stay centered; he was be-
coming, he supposed, more probable; the wound he had punched
in time was healing itself. In the beginning it had been so tight—a
single ray in a closing tunnel—he had hurled himself after it like an
electron flying to the anode, aimed surely along that exquisitely
complex single vector of possibility of life, shot and been shot like
a squeezed pip into the last chink in that rejecting and rejected
nowhere through which he, John Delgano, could conceivably
continue to exist, the hole leading to home—had pounded down it
across time, across space, pumping with his human legs as the
real Earth of that unreal time came under him, his course as cer-
tain as the twisting dash of an animal down its burrow, he a cosmic
mouse on an interstellar, intertemporal race for his nest with the
wrongness of everything closing round the rightness of that one
course, the atoms of his heart, his blood, his every cell crying
Home—HOME!—as he drove himself after that fading breath-hole,
each step faster, surer, stronger, until he raced with invincible
momentum upon the rolling flickers of Earth as a man might race
a rolling log in a torrent! Only the stars stayed constant around
him from flash to flash, he looked down past his feet at a million
strobes of Crux, of Triangulum, once at the height of his siride he
had risked a century’s glance upward and seen the Bears weirdly
strung out from Polaris—But a Polaris not the Pole Star now, he
realized, jerking his eyes back to his racing feet, thinking, 1 am
walking home to Polaris, home! to the strobing beat. He had ceased
to remember where he had been, the beings, people or aliens or
things he had glimpsed in the impossible moment of being where
he could not be; had ceased to see the flashes of worlds around
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him, each flash different, the jumble of bodies, walls, landscapes,
shapes, and colors beyond deciphering—some lasting a breath,
some changing pell-mell—the faces, limbs, things poking at him;
the nights he had pounded through, dark or lit by strange lamps;
roofed or unroofed; the days flashing sunlight, gales, dust, snow,
interiors innumerable, strobe after strobe into night again; he was
in daylight now, a hall of some kind; I am getting closer at last, he
thought, the feel is changing—but he had to slow down, to check;
and that stone near his feet, it had stayed there some time now, he
wanted to risk a look but he did not dare, he was so tired, and he
was sliding, was going out of control, fighting to kill the merciless
velocity that would not let him slow down; he was hurt, too, some-
thing had hit him back there, they had done something, he didn’t
know what back somewhere in the kaleidoscope of faces, arms,
hooks, beams, centuries of creatures grabbing at him—and his oxy-
gen was going, never mind, it would lasi—it had to last, he was
going home, home! And he had forgotten now the message he had
tried to shout, hoping it could be picked up somehow, the impor-
tant thing he had repeated; and the thing he had carried, it was
gone now, his camera was gone too, something had torn it away—
but he was coming home! Home! If only he could kill this mo-
mentum, could stay on the failing course, could slip, scramble,
slide, somehow ride this avalanche down to home, to home—and
his throat said Home!—said Kate, Kate! And his heart shouted,
his lungs almost gone now, as his legs fought, fought and failed,
as his feet gripped and skidded and held and slid, as he pitched,
flailed, pushed, strove in the gale of timerush across space, across
time, at the end of the longest path ever: the path of John Del-
gano, coming home.
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Changing residence from one island on one
edge of the Western hemisphere (Antigua)
to another at the other edge (Vancouver)
may be part of that spiral which is bringing
this high talent to the top of current science
fiction writers. Coney’s first novel, MIRROR
IMAGE, was published in 1972 and he will
have three more equally striking ones in
1973, if all go according to plan. Here, in
this unusual story we see again his talent for
human characterization amid alien sur-
roundings—that still retain a relationship to
the problems of our own modern Earth.

THE RIGID WIND hissed around Skunder’s helmet as he stood,
shivering despite the protection of thick fur, on the blinding
Cantek ice cap. Powdery snow was drifting about his boots and
he shuffled nervously, watching the two Earthmen as they fiddled
with their instruments, clumsy with gloved hands.

The shorter of the two men, the captain, spoke. “There’s a defi-
nite trace down here. Right below us, depth about three hundred
feet, I reckon. A big one.”

“You sure?” the other, taller man queried; his voice was cyni-
cal as always. “I mean, we’d look silly if we drifted out to sea on
an unpropelled floe, Erkelens.”

“Rosskidd”—the short man’s voice was deliberately patient—
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“I've been transporting floes for a few years now. I know a trace
when I see one.” He indicated the screen. “See that shadow?”” The
two men crouched over the large rectangular box. “That’s a berg-
worm, about four hundred yards long. A good worm.”

Rosskidd chuckled dryly. “I suppose you can tell me which end
the head’s at?”

Erkelens glanced around, his gaze taking in the dazzling snow-
fields rising with distance into the blue haze of the floating polar
ice-mountains. Turning, he regarded the ocean, gray and silver and
raw, tossing from the horizon toward them, disappearing from
sight beneath the edge of the glacial cliff some forty yards away.
He moved back to the screen and indicated with a gloved finger.

“That’s the head,” he stated definitely. “Facing northeast,
against the flow of current.”

Skunder, still silently watching them, wondered why these
Earthmen always insisted on placing such faith in their electronic
gear. He, Skunder, a native-born Cantek—he knew the bergworm
was down there. He had told them where to look. As soon as the
helicopter passed over this spot, he had sensed the presence of the
giant marine worm; sensed it as a tingling in his bones, a nervous
void in his stomach. Sensed the obscene warm fatness of phos-
phorescent death buried deep within the ice, pulsing, drawing in
huge quantities of water, filtering out plankton and larger fish,
jetting out the torrent of denatured water from its monstrous anal
opening. Hanging in the underside of the floating ice cap like an
inverted Uj its phosphorus-rich body cooled, its cavernous mouth
questing free and murderous in the dark water. Skunder shuddered.

“You, Cantek . . . Skunder. Set up the tent.”

He untied, unwrapped and laid out flat the flaccid folds of pink
polythene and awkwardly screwed in the nozzle. As the two Earth-
men moved away to survey their new property he jerked the stiff
lever and air hissed, the tent rising and crackling, soon standing
taut and dome-shaped like a mature breast on the niveous body
of the snow-plain.

Skunder grinned to himself. From time to time he would be
amazed at the technological supremacy of Earth over Cantek; the
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plastics, the atomics, the mere perfection of machinery. And then
he would think to himself: yet they need me to control the berg-
worm. So he would smile and for a moment himself feel superior,
despite knowledge of his home planet’s oil-based economy and
polluted seas.

But they were clever, these Earthmen who had bought the op-
tion on the Cantek polar ice cap a century ago. They had been far-
sighted, their judgment based on experience of their own world;
while Cantek had laughed and sold what it thought was a useless
waste of floating ice.

Skunder shrugged and carried the equipment and provisions into
the tent, stowing them neatly, setting up the two beds. Himself,
he preferred to sleep outside in a minidome, away from the com-
pany of the two men who mostly ignored him, thereby making his
loneliness more intense.

Oh, Valinda . .

So he set up his minidome and walked over to where Erkelens
and Rosskidd had begun to drill and the ice was fountaining steam
as the laser beam sank deep. To act as general laborer was a part
of the deal and the men of Earth paid well.

Rosskidd looked up. “Ah, Cantek. You can drop the charges in.
Make sure they go right to the bottom. Follow us along with the
leads. Mind you don’t break any. Got that?”

“Skunder’s done this before,” said Erkelens mildly.

“No doubt, but I'm an explosives expert, Skipper. That’s why
you hired me, remember? After that trouble you had last trip,
when you split the berg and killed the worm . . . I'm not blaming
you, but you’ve got to watch Canteks all the way, or they’ll fall
down on the job. I know.”

In the course of the next few hours they drilled innumerable
shafts deep in the ice, delineating an area roughly one hundred
yards square based on the estimated size of the worm beneath.
Skunder followed behind, dropping the charges, trailing the wire.
At last they were finished; they returned to the dome and con-
nected up the control unit.
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Erkelens glanced at the sky. Cantek’s yellow sun was well above
the horizon; the long polar day would last for a few more weeks.
“No point in doing too much,” he said. “We’ll turn in for a while.
Detonate in six hours.”

Rosskidd yawned; in the warmth of the dome he had removed
his top clothing and stood bearlike and hairy in long underpants.
Skunder suppressed his distaste for the uncouth, animal appear-
ance of the man and said good night politely, stepping through the
lock to the snow. Erkelens muttered tiredly but there was no reply
from Rosskidd. Skunder hadn’t expected one. He crawled into his
minidome and slept.

He was awakened within an hour by a harsh chattering from
above. Pushing his head through the flap of the dome, he looked
up. Stark against the blue mist of the sky was the dragonfly outline
of a helicopter whirling west. He withdrew into the tent and tried
to sleep again but his thoughts were whirling with the rotor blades
in a vortex of hate. It was not the chartered helicopter which had
brought them here. He had recognized the white insignia on the
underbelly of the machine, however; the image remained on his
retina for several hours.

Asleep at last, it seemed only minutes before he was awakened
again by a rough hand on his shoulder. He opened his eyes wea-
rily; Rosskidd was bending over him, his face unshaven and ex-
pressionless with contempt.

“You. Up.”

Skunder rolled his legs off the bed, stood, and already fully
dressed, followed the Earthman out of the dome. Erkelens was
emerging from the larger dome, dragging the detonating equipment.
He glanced at them briefly, then scanned the horizon.

“Everything ready?” he queried, a note of uncertainty in his
voice. There was something very final, irreversible, about the op-
eration of blasting clear.

Rosskidd looked at him. “All ready,” he said.

“Right.” Erkelens depressed a button and the ice trembled as
the charges fired one by one at microsecond intervals. Little puffs
of snow rose in a rectangular mist around the camp, apparently
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simultaneously. The three men waited, not looking at each other,
standing square on the ice and waiting for their feet to tell them
whether the operation had been successful.

“We’re free,” said Erkelens with relief as he detected motion
beneath him. Imperceptibly, the ice was rocking. Grinding noises
began, rose to tortured shrieks as the new berg began to move
clear of the ice cap. “Start cutting the control shaft, Skunder.” He
disconnected the detonator and dragged it back into the dome.

Skunder wheeled the pump and laser to the seaward end of the
new berg. He erected the laser drill downward-directed, hung
from a tripod, and set the control to throw a beam two feet wide
by a thousandth of an inch thick. He flicked the switch and checked
the rotary propulsion unit with a test circuit. The two-foot thread
of light focused on the ice and described a slow radius. Soon
Skunder was standing beside a neat circular pool of steaming wa-
ter, four foot six in diameter. He started the synchronized pump
and watched as the ribbon of steam circled the flexible six-inch
pipe. Satisfied, he relaxed as the unit drove the shaft rapidly down-
ward, the generator puttering evenly, the water flowing from the
outlet of the pump, away across the snow.

He walked back to the camp. Erkelens and Rosskidd were pre-
paring breakfast on a portable stove; a whiff of bacon arose.

“I saw Lejour’s helicopter last night,” Skunder said.

The effect of his remark was immediate. Erkelens sprang to his
feet, upsetting the frying pan.

“Where? Which way was he headed?”’

“West.”

“West. God . . .” Erkelens stared at Rosskidd. “He could be
on the same run as us. He could be going to Alkar. It’s the only
sizeable city in this direction.”

“We’ve got a start on him.”

“Not if he’s blasting free downcoast, we haven’t. He’s taking the
shortest route. We’ve got to follow the ice cap for thirty miles be-
fore we strike off across the Polar Sea. I thought we’d got plenty
of time; I was more interested in finding a good worm. If Lejour’s
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already got a worm lined up . . . He'll be ahead by the time we
reach his departure point.”

“So if he beats us to Alkar, he gets the best market,” Rosskidd
said slowly. “We have to take a giveaway price. And we can’t hang
around bargaining, with the berg melting under us in the warmer
waters.”

“Christ.” Erkelens slumped to his collapsible chair, threw the
spilled bacon back into the pan and stirred it moodily.

“We have a good worm,” Skunder ventured. “We can beat
him.”

“I hope so.” Rosskidd looked at the Cantek meaningly.

Skunder decided he would be better out of the picture, so he
muttered something about seeing to the laser and walked quickly
away.

The hole was deep, the bottom out of sight in a mist of steam.
He watched for a while, his thoughts straying, then felt the unmis-
takable distant jolt as the bergworm sensed the presence of the
approaching laser beam. He switched off, removed the tripod,
strapped the smaller, portable laser on his back and threw the
collapsible ladder down the shaft. He began to descend.

At the foot of the shaft the flexible pipe was sucking air, a noisy
gobbling sound. He shrugged the laser from his back, thumbed
the switch and began to enlarge the shaft into a chamber, his
breathing harsh in the steamy atmosphere. When he had melted
enough ice to permit free movement he drove away to one side,
playing the laser on the glittering ice-wall, kicking the hose before
him as he moved forward. He drove a narrow tunnel about twenty
feet horizontally into the ice, then began to slope downward, grad-
ually doubling back, to run parallel to, but many feet below his
original course.

An hour later he could make out a dark shadow beyond the
scintillating reflections of the laser beam. He turned the instru-
ment to low output and carefully melted away the remaining ice,
exposing a rough leathery wall at the extremity of the tunnel.

This was the flank of the giant bergworm. He tried a full-power
pulse. The hide contracted, the flesh bubbled. The berg lurched,
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a vast heave under his feet. The worm was a good one, huge and
strong.

Skunder shuddered.

He crawled back to the chamber at the foot of the shaft and
repeated the operation, driving a tunnel to the opposite flank of
the worm. He tested the creature’s reactions then, satisfied, climbed
the ladder and eventually emerged into daylight.

Erkelens and Rosskidd were waiting for him.

“Everything OK?” Erkelens’ face was lined with anxiety.

“Fine. It’s a good worm. We’ll be all right.”

He looked around. They had left the ice cap and were drifting
in the open sea. Behind them yawned the gap in the glacier, a be-
hemoth’s bite.

“There is no right of property in a floating berg.” Erkelens sat
outside the dome on a folding chair, oiling his rifle, watching the
shimmering cliffs slide by. “Once it has left the ice cap, possession
is what counts. Occupancy.”

“Scared of piracy?”’ Rosskidd glanced at the gray horizon.

“Of Lejour. He’s got more resources than me. He can pull some
queer tricks, and he’s got the cash to back them up. He can afford
his own helicopter—and you ought to see his submarine. It’s a bit
different from that can over there.”

He indicated the small craft hanging from automatic davits at
the lip of the berg. A patched ovoid of gray metal, it measured
some twenty feet in length and contained cramped accommoda-
tion for one man in dangerous proximity to an ancient miniature
reactor.

Skunder’s eyes followed Erkelens’ finger and his heart con-
stricted at the thought of the claustrophobic blackness within.

The image remained with him as he made his way to the control
shaft to correct a slight course deviation. As he played the laser
at low power on the tough hide of the worm, he imagined the huge
head swinging below the dark water, swinging to the right as the
beast’s muscles contracted in response to the heat irritant. He
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imagined the cavernous mouth sucking, blindly questing for sus-
tenance in the depths.

He remembered Valinda.

He remembered Lejour (“Get down there, you Cantek, and
find out what’s wrong—1 don’t want to see you back until we’re
moving again.”) and Valinda as she stood beside him, holding his
hand as the Earthman raved about loss of profits for late delivery,
inefficiency of his Cantek worm expert; while the berg heaved
idly on the gray sea. So he and Valinda climbed into the midget
submarine and swung wildly out from the face of the berg while
Lejour overrode the automatic, freewheeling the davits with heed-
less speed.

He remembered the jarring impact as they hit the water, the
sudden blackness in the viewport turning to abrupt viridescence
when he switched on the floodlights and illuminated the side of
the berg as they sank slowly. He remembered Valinda’s hand on
his in a tender attempt to quell his uncontrollable trembling
(“Don’t let him get you down, darling; just remember the bonus at
the end of this trip.”) And his feeling of gratitude because she
knew he was shivering from fear, not anger.

And then the sight of the bergworm . . . oozing segmented
from the base of the berg like a monster maggot, glowing phos-
phorescent in the black water, a gigantic tube of mindless evil.
Hanging low, too low; two thirds of its tunnel it was preparing,
for unknown reasons, to quit the berg.

It had to be driven back. The head had to be forced upward
and backward; the brute’s present forward creep through the berg
had to be reversed. Hovering with Valinda in the midget subma-
rine, he released oxygen from the forward vents and watched as
the bubbles were drawn into the maw of the worm. They disap-
peared and the mouth gaped further in a silent roar of pain as the
gas coursed through the phosphorus-rich body. But it did not
retreat.

He remembered his sudden shock when he found that Valinda
was no longer beside him. Knowing that he would have refused
her, she had taken the initiative; he felt the click as the airlock
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closed and he moved too late to stop her. Presently her rubber-
suited figure appeared in the viewport, moving steadily toward the
bergworm, drifting fast in the current of inhaled water. In one
hand she held a jetpack, the straps swinging loose; in the other
hand, a small mine.

She reached the lip of the worm’s mouth and hung there, a tiny
black figure in the nightmare phosphorescence, while she pulled
the lever which sank barbs deep into the coarse flesh at the same
time arming the mine. Then she began to swim back, kicking
strongly with her legs against the current, the jet pack streaming
bubbles as she hugged it to her breast.

He remembered Lejour’s careless attitude over the timesetting
on the mines. He remembered wishing he had had a chance to
check the delay factor before Valinda had left. He remembered
holding his breath as he watched her struggling toward him; and
he inched the submarine as close to the yawning mouth as he
dared.

He remembered the flash, the sudden star-shaped ragged wound
appearing on the worm’s mouth edge. He remembered Valinda’s
body tossing in the shock wave, remembered the jolt through the
submarine, the flickering of the lights, the sight of Valinda spin-
ning slowly head over heels, unconscious, out of control, drifting
into the mouth of the worm as it convulsively withdrew into the
berg.

And he remembered, a recollection colored with the crimson
fury of murder, Lejour’s later remark:

“You won’t have to split your percentage now, will you?”

Oh, Valinda . . .

Rosskidd’s voice was in his ear and he returned to the present.

“I don’t know what you think you’re doing down here, but we’re
out of control. The berg’s spinning.” The big man was regarding
him furiously, and behind the rage was terror; the pale eyes flick-
ered to the exposed flank of the worm.

Skunder considered. A spinning berg could mean several things.
It was possible that, lost in memories, he had overcorrected with
the laser, but he didn’t think so. Again, the worm could have with-
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drawn its head into the berg, allowing the tail to hang free in the
water, jetting aimlessly. This was unlikely; he would have noticed
that the area of skin at the control point had altered.

The third possibility was a near certainty. “Sometimes a worm
will become aware that it is being used,” he informed Rosskidd.
“It senses the presence of men on the berg and the constant use
of the laser irritates it. As a rule, the worms are almost mindless,
but you can get one which turns rogue.”

“So what’s happening?”’

“It’s doubled its head back, and it’s burrowing toward the sur-
face of the berg. We've lost propulsion. We're drifting with the
tide and spinning with the wind.”

“Great,” said Rosskidd sarcastically; his voice was soft and he
smiled mirthlessly, as though dealing with a child. “So what do you
suggest we do now, Mr. Skunder?”

The Cantek shrugged. “Wait,” he replied simply. “After a while
the worm will double back and work through to the water again.
It will probably finish up facing in the other direction. This often
happens, but it’s rare that a worm leaves the berg altogether. At
this stage in the life cycle they have to keep cool. Sometimes the
heat of the worm’s body melts the ice around it, making it difficult
to get a grip to propel the berg, so the worm merely drives a new
tunnel.”

“You’re quite an expert.” The Earthman’s voice was danger-
ously quiet and Skunder shivered inwardly. Why were they all like
this? What was it about the ice, and the worms, and apparently
the very fact of being on Cantek, which turned the Earthmen sour?
They didn’t need to come here, but they came because they had
the chance of making money. Yet it appeared that the very process
of making it drove them insane.

“I’ve studied marine biology,” Skunder said in carefully conver-
sational tones. “In particular, the bergworms and their life cycle.
It’s an important study on Cantek, more so since the freshwater
crisis. Did you know that some worms can make up to forty jour-
neys north in a lifetime? Their body is refrigerated in the berg as
they head for warmer seas, then, when a certain latitude is reached
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and the berg is melted away, they spawn and make their way back,
leaving the young to feed in the richer, warmer waters. The young
worms only head south for the polar cap when they are mature;
the males stay under the cap for the rest of their lives while the fe-
males mate, burrow into the edge of the cap, and wait, feeding all
the time, for their section of ice to break free.” Skunder was aware
that his voice had risen; he was talking desperately in terror of this
large Earthman with the dangerous shadow of fear in his eyes.

“You’re too smart by half, Cantek,” said Rosskidd coldly. “Fol-
low me. We're going to have a talk with Erkelens.” He swung away
and struggled, feet sliding, up the sloping ice-tunnel.

Erkelens was sitting outside the dome, moodily eyeing the
slowly revolving landscape. He looked up as they approached.
Rosskidd seized Skunder by the elbow and propelled him before
the captain. “Tell him what you told me,” he commanded.

Skunder explained.

“So there’s nothing we can do,” observed Erkelens heavily
when the Cantek had finished.

“I’m not so sure of that,” said Rosskidd, with a meaningful
glance at Skunder. In the open air, the tall man had gained confi-
dence again; the fear was gone from his eyes to be replaced by a
shrewd look.

“Have you got any ideas, Rosskidd?”

“No, but I think Skunder might have.”

“Skunder?” The captain regarded the Cantek. “I thought you
said it was a question of time?”

“That’s right.” Skunder wondered what was coming next, but
Rosskidd did not enlarge upon his remark.

Later in the large dome, while Skunder slept outside, Rosskidd
made his views plain.

“I don’t trust that Cantek,” he informed Erkelens.

“Skunder? He’s OK. He’s done the last three trips with me. A
good man.”

“Man?” Rosskidd laughed shortly. “How you can call a four-
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foot humanoid midget a man, I don’t know, Erkelens. You’ve been
here too long. You’ve gone native.”

“What exactly have you got against the Canteks, Rosskidd?”

“Look.” The big man leaned forward, his expression ominous.
“You hired me to do a job and 'm doing it. So far I've done it
well, I reckon, which is what I’m paid for. I give value for money.
But I'm not paid to like the Canteks. Do you know what that su-
perior little bastard did in the shaft? He started giving me a lecture
about the worms, for Christ’s sake. Told me he was a marine
biologist.”

e ch %

“By Cantek standards maybe, but he wouldn’t get far on Earth.
Who the hell do these people think they are? They’re way behind
the times. They still use internal combustion engines and they’ve
polluted their atmosphere and sea. They’re centuries behind Earth.
And then that weird dwarf starts pulling the superior knowledge
stunt on me.”

Erkelens regarded his mate carefully. “Are you scared of the
ice, Rosskidd?” he asked shrewdly. “Because if you are, you
shouldn’t be on this job. There’s something about the ice; it gets
you after a while. A man can get scared, permanently. I had trou-
ble once, so I saw a doctor about it. He said this feeling comes on
because we’re in an environment of nonlife. There’s nothing here,
you see, except the ice, and the sea, and the sky; in these latitudes
there are no birds, and no fish that I’ve ever seen. At least on a
ship you’d have a large crew, a cat or two and rats, no doubt. But
here, on the ice . . . Have you ever had the feeling, Rosskidd—
when you’re at the other end of the berg, or down in the tunnels by
yourself, have you ever had the feeling that you’re the only living
being in the whole Galaxy? Almost the only living being, that is;
but not quite. Because down there below you is the worm. It’s just
you and her, nothing else, Rosskidd; just you and the worm, alone
in infinity and eternity; and you know you’re no match for the
worm. Have you ever felt like that, Rosskidd?”

“Damn you, Erkelens,” muttered the other man.

“I just wanted to point out that all of us have our problems
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here. I've got mine, and Skunder’s got his. But because we’re
scared, we don’t start hitting out at each other. You’re new to
the bergs, Rosskidd, so we make allowances for you. But you've
got to make allowances for us, too. We’re stuck here for a long
time, the three of us, and we’ve got to get along together. Now.
Before we started all this, you were telling me you didn’t trust
Skunder. Perhaps you’ll tell me why.”

Rosskidd hesitated. “He seemed to give up easily,” he said at
last. “When the berg stopped he knew what the trouble was, but
he didn’t seem to want to do anything about it.”

“He’s the expert, you know,” Erkelens pointed out gently. “This
sort of thing has happened before. There’s very little that can be
done.”

“I daresay, but I thought . . . I thought at the time, that maybe
he was in league with Lejour. That he was delaying us deliber-
ately.”

Erkelens looked thoughtful. “I don’t think so. He told us Le-
jour was around, remember? He needn’t bave done that. We didn’t
hear the helicopter.”

Rosskidd mumbled something, unconvinced, and the two Earth-
men began to prepare for bed. Erkelens was soon asleep, his
breathing deep and regular, but Rosskidd tossed on the nightmare
fringe of waking dreams for a long time. He kept seeing the ice
beneath him as he lay on his stomach; it was as though the bed was
not there; the ice was green and slowly changed to blue, bright
phosphorescent blue, as the bergworm drove its way upward, ver-
tically, questing hungrily for Rosskidd who was the only other
living being in the Galaxy.

Erkelens was crouched over the screen. “I think she’s turned,”
he said. “The trace has lengthened. Skunder, what do you think?”

The Cantek paced about the ice for a moment, expressionlessly.
Rosskidd sniffed. “What’s he supposed to be, telepathic?”

“Sort of,” said Erkelens. “The Canteks have an affinity to animal
life. You’ve noticed it already, haven’t you? Skunder found us this
worm; all we did was to plot the exact position.”
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The Cantek stopped pacing. “We shall be moving again within
the hour,” he informed them positively. “I can start drilling the
control shaft again.” He left them.

In fact the motion of the berg changed in fifty minutes; the spin-
ning ceased and, to Erkelens’ relief, they commenced moving in the
right direction, heading west, hugging the coastline. It would be
some time before Skunder’s control arrangements were complete;
meanwhile, they were not losing any time.

Shortly before suppertime Rosskidd hurried to the dome to find
Erkelens crouched outside preparing the meal. “There’s a free
berg ahead of us,” he gasped. He was breathless; puffs of mist
pulsed from his open mouth. “Could be Lejour. He hasn’t got
much of a start, after all.”

“And Skunder said we had a good worm.”

“He didn’t say how good Lejour’s worm was.”

“We'll soon know. How far ahead is he?”

“About a mile.”

Skunder was approaching them, a tiny, childlike figure on the
white expanse. He glanced at the steaming pot, then at Erkelens.
“Control shaft complete, Captain. Everything in order.” He
grinned nervously.

“Rosskidd’s sighted Lejour. About a mile ahead of us. What are
our chances?”’

The Cantek started; he shielded his eyes and gazed across the
sea, his expression unfathomable, while Rosskidd watched him
closely. “I said we had a good worm,” Skunder reminded them.
“Lejour will have Alvo with him as pilot; he used him on the last
trip. Lejour will see us, and make Alvo hurry the worm. Alvo is
not a strong man. . . . I think, within the next week, Lejour’s
worm will be spent, or it will revolt and quit the berg. I feel sorry
for Alvo. We will reach Alkar before them.”

Rosskidd stared at Skunder. “What you’re saying is, we
shouldn’t worry if Lejour draws ahead of us?”

“That is so.”

Erkelens broke in hurriedly. “Look, Skunder. I don’t want to
teach you your own business, so let me put it like this—I wouldn’t



OH, VALINDA! 71

like to lose sight of Lejour, if you get my meaning. Let him draw
ahead if you must, but not too far. I want to keep my eye on him.”

“Tactfully put, Skipper,” remarked Rosskidd.

Skunder looked from one Earthman to the other, then turned
and made for his tiny sleeping quarters, unzipped the entrance
and crawled inside.

“Looks like he’s not eating,” Rosskidd observed. “You’ve up-
set him, Erkelens.”

The captain stared at his mate furiously. “When you’ve made
a few more trips, Rosskidd, you might begin to understand. Mean-
while, just remember that there are three human beings on this
berg, and another three on that berg ahead of us. And they are
our enemies, and the sea is our enemy, and the sky and the berg-
worm are our enemies, and even our own minds. We’re heavily
outnumbered, Rosskidd, we three here. We don’t want to increase
the odds further.”

Moodily, Rosskidd spooned a mouthful of stew, gazing at the
silent minidome a few yards away.

For the next week the berg plowed through the gray ocean
northward, leaving the glittering ice cap far behind, always keep-
ing in sight the crystal flicker on the horizon which denoted the
position of Lejour. The sea developed a sheen as they progressed:
the fringes of pollution. One morning as Rosskidd and Erkelens
were finishing breakfast they were alerted by a distant high-
pitched whine.

Erkelens looked up in surprise. “Sounds like Lejour’s helicop-
ter,” he remarked. “Heading this way.”

“What do you suppose he wants?”

Erkelens grinned. “Well, there’s always the chance that he’s
broken a leg, and his mate’s coming to beg assistance. We're a
long way from land, and his helicopter has no great range. I'm
looking forward to this.” He watched as the helicopter appeared,
a winging beetle in the misty sky, hovered, and descended toward
them to land in a fog of fine snow.

A figure emerged and strolled toward them unhurriedly. They
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remained seated. Lejour stood above them, a small man about the
height of Erkelens. He greeted them. Erkelens looked up, as
though surprised to see him. “Hello, Lejour,” he said casually.

“I thought it must be you. When I saw you trailing behind me,
I said to myself, that’s Erkelens, bound for Alkar, and too late as
usual.” Lejour’s tone was light and bantering; he glanced at Ross-
kidd.

“Rosskidd, meet Lejour.” Erkelens introduced the two men who
eyed each other warily. There was a lengthy silence; Erkelens and
Rosskidd resumed their breakfast. “What’s your problem, Lejour?”
asked the captain at last, through a full mouth.

“You’re the one with problems. Lagging behind a bit aren’t
you? You won’t get much of a price at Alkar, once I've flooded
the market.”

“Always assuming you get there first. Which is an assumption
I'm not making.”

Lejour squatted on his haunches, bringing himself down to their
level. “Now, look here Erkelens,” he began in reasonable tones.
“I don’t see any point in our competing over this trip. We’re cut-
ting each other’s throats. I’ve got a suggestion to make.”

“I thought you might have.”

Ignoring the sarcasm, Lejour continued: ‘“We can make a kill-
ing over this thing. We both know the freshwater shortage at Al-
kar. So why not join forces; say, tell them that they have to accept
both bergs at a fixed price, a little below the going rate, of course;
they’re not fools. But that way we’ll both gain, instead of one of
us taking the chance of getting next to nothing.”

“You’re the one who’s taking that chance, Lejour. I'm confi-
dent of my price.”

Lejour stood abruptly. “You’re a damned fool, Erkelens. Rac-
ing like this, we could finish up with our worms quitting the bergs,
and neither of us will make it.”

“I'll make it,” said Erkelens confidently.

Lejour glared at him, then spun around and started back for
the helicopter. As he passed the minidome, Skunder emerged.
The two men stood motionless for a moment, a frozen tableau on
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the ice as Lejour halted in mid-stride. They said nothing that
Erkelens or Rosskidd could hear; they gazed at each other for an
instant before Lejour resumed his walk to the helicopter. A mo-
ment later the machine roared into the sky and Skunder joined
them, sitting on his heels and eating silently while the other two
regarded him uncertainly.

“What do you make of that?” asked Rosskidd, when Skunder
had finished and departed.

“Lejour’s overtaxed his worm. He knows we can beat him to
Alkar.”

“I mean him and Skunder.”

Erkelens sighed. “I wish you could forget this notion of yours.
Skunder and Lejour worked together once. Lejour was surprised to
see him here, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t see that it matters.”

Rosskidd muttered something and walked away.

Later Erkelens met Skunder at the north end of the berg. The
little Cantek was gazing out to sea. “Lejour’s slowing down,” he
said. “We’re closing on him.”

“What exactly is between you and Lejour?” asked Erkelens.

Skunder scuffed his leather-bound feet in the snow and was
silent. He looked at the Earthman, then at the sea again. He
sniffed. “Smell that, Captain?” he asked.

Obediently Erkelens inhaled. A faint, thick smell came to him,
cloying. “What is it?” he asked. The sea flowed past them, rain-
bow colored. “Pollution?”

Skunder sighed. “Another mistake by my people,” he said. “You
ought to keep up-to-date with what goes on, Captain. Cantek is
not just a mindless planet which earns money for you to send home
for a future memory of retirement. Cantek is a world where hu-
manoids live and love and kill, and my people are just as greedy as
yours, but younger. And in their greed they make mistakes, just
like Earth did, years ago. Earth could prevent us making those
mistakes if it wanted, but Earth will not help.”

“You’re feeling bitter today, Skunder. Was it seeing Lejour?”

“Possibly. It doesn’t alter the facts. Your people have come to
our planet to make money out of us. If you helped us progress to
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your level, there would not be so much money to be made. We
would not, for example, have the freshwater problem, and the
polluted seas and atmosphere. You have beaten the pollution prob-
lem on Earth, right?”

“We have. It took a long time and there was a lot of opposition,
but we did it.”

“And I expect before you achieved that, your ocean looked like
this, sometimes.”

Erkelens examined the water. Even from the height of the berg,
he could discern the oiliness of the surface, the rainbow reflec-
tions. “It’s spread this far south,” he murmured. “In a decade it’ll
reach the ice cap. And then what? How can you get any rainfall,
if the sea is unable to evaporate?”’

“It’s not quite that bad yet, Captain. This is from the new sub-
marine oilfield. You remember, I mentioned it last trip? There
was a big project, about five hundred miles from Alkar. Men were
down there, living underwater in a big pressure dome, drilling,
piping the crude oil to the coast.”

“I remember.” Erkelens gazed at the oil slick in horrified fas-
cination.

“The disaster occurred last month. Nobody knows quite what
caused it; maybe the dome fractured, maybe there was an explo-
sion or an earthquake. All we know is that contact with the site
was lost suddenly. Site!” Skunder laughed, shortly and bitterly.
“It was more like a miniature city. The oiifield was going to supply
the whole of Cantek for the next two hundred years, so they said.
But contact was lost, as they put it, and suddenly the surface of
the sea in this area was covered with a layer of oil inches, even
feet thick. It’s high-grade stuff. I wouldn’t even light a cigarette
until we’re through, if I were you.

“But I can’t get over the needlessness of it,” the Cantek contin-
ued. “Earth doesn’t use oil as a fuel anymore. Why should we?”

“I guess the World Government thinks the lesser-developed
planets should make their own way forward,” said Erkelens de-
fensively. “We’ve had some bad examples, even on Earth itself in
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the old days, of what happens when you artificially accelerate the
progress of a race.”

“So we don’t get our reactors and we don’t get our uranium.”

“Skunder,” said Erkelens patiently, “Cantek still has a major
war every twenty years. Let things settle down. Give yourself a
chance. Handing out reactors to all your various governments
would be like giving lasers to chimpanzees.” He coughed uncom-
fortably as the insulting aspect of the simile struck him.

Skunder didn’t reply, but gazed at the slowly heaving surface,
brooding.

“We'’re closing on him,” observed Rosskidd with satisfaction.
“We're closing fast.”

“His worm is tired,” Skunder surmised. “He has driven it too
hard.”

It was two days later. The atmosphere was heavy with the cling-
ing stench of oil, whipped past their faces by the driving northerly
wind which had, over the past few hours, slowed the bergs almost
to a standstill. Half a mile away was Lejour’s berg; from time to
time they could see the crew moving about, black ants on the
translucent silver.

“Do you think his worm will leave him?” asked Erkelens hope-
fully.

“Not under this oil. The water will be dark, down there. The
worms are scared. They will cling to familiar surroundings. You
notice our own motion?”

The berg was rocking, an irregular movement which could not
be attributed to the action of the sea. The giant worm was questing
this way and that; they could imagine the cavernous mouth gaping
as the head swung from side to side, seeking an end to the un-
naturally black water. Nevertheless they continued to inch forward
in a generally northerly direction. Skunder had advised against ex-
ercising too much control at this time; it was better to let the worm
have her head until the oil was behind them.

“What’s going on there?” asked Erkelens suddenly. The three
tiny figures of Lejour’s crew were grouped at the near end of their
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berg engaged in some sort of activity. A cascade of minute black
dots fell slowly past the scintillating face of the berg. They saw
no splash as the object hit the sullen water. Erkelens and Ross-
kidd regarded each other in some alarm. “The bastard’s up to
something,” the captain said.

Suddenly the water at the base of Lejour’s berg erupted into
black and crimson spray; seconds later the thud of a detonation
reached them.

“Trying to stir his worm up?” Rosskidd chuckled. “I suppose
that’s one way.”

Erkelens and Skunder didn’t reply. They watched as the foun-
tain of water subsided. Through the thick black smoke which
drifted toward them they could see a wide crimson glow spread-
ing; then the dense fumes hid it from view.

“He’s fired the sea!” Erkelens shouted. “The bastard’s fired
the sea! The wind will carry it toward us!”

“So?” Rosskidd was coughing, his eyes streaming. “We can sit
it out in the dome.”

“You don’t understand,” said Skunder quietly. “It could kill our
worm.”

“How? He’s safe enough down there.”

“I don’t think so.” Skunder was rubbing a cloth in the snow; he
tied it around his lower face in an effort to filter out the fumes.
“A worm can panic.” His voice was muffled. “It’s not entirely
blind; there are light-sensitive cells above and behind the mouth.
It’s already nervous because of the oil.”

The smoke was clearing as the blaze approached; the wind
whipped the black fumes lower, beneath their feet and around the
flanks of the berg like a thick swirling tide. Beyond, the flames
had spread into a broad ribbon some three hundred yards wide.
The berg trembled.

“The worm is frightened,” said Skunder.

Rosskidd glanced around nervously. “What can we do?” he
asked.

“Nothing. Just wait.”

Crimson, yellow, boiling into jet black, the broad lake of fire
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swept toward them as they stood mesmerized on the lip of the berg.
Beyond, Lejour’s berg stood steady in calm water; they could see
the minute figures of the crew, watching.

“Look!” A harsh cry from Rosskidd.

Fifty yards ahead a paleness appeared in the streaming black.
A harsh sound reached them, a giant gasp, a tortured, racking in-
halation. Heaving above the smoke, dripping cataracts of oily wa-
ter from its segmented hide, the head of the bergworm appeared.
Erkelens heard a low moan; Rosskidd was gazing at the monstrous
apparition in horror, his hand clasped to his mouth. The head rose
from the sea, higher, laboriously, swinging ponderously from side
to side as the worm groaned in gigantic agony and the flames swept
closer.

“She cannot get her head back underwater,” Skunder cried.
“The fire is too close.”

Erkelens didn’t hear. He watched as the flames approached;
his lips moved as he silently implored the leviathan to save itself,
to return to its natural element. But the fire was too close now,
directly below the head of the monster as it reared farther from
the water and the berg shuddered as great sinews strained in the
corridors below. The neck and head were vertical now; the cavern-
ous mouth gaped at the sky in mortal supplication. Fifty feet from
the sea the monster rose like a lighthouse beside the berg, and the
three men stepped back, appalled.

“She’s going!” cried Skunder.

The berg itself was groaning as the tension increased, a trem-
bling vibration transmitted into creaking cacophony. The flames
were lapping around the column of the worm’s neck; the head was
shuddering with strain, tilting, falling in seeming slow motion,
collapsing back into the blazing sea in a rising cascade of fire with
a booming concussion, a giant thunderclap.

Rosskidd and Erkelens were flung to the ground as the berg
heaved and lurched; only Skunder remained standing to witness
the end. The huge tube writhed in the sea of flames; the head rose
once more, slowly, barely clearing the surface, and emitted a
vast, coughing exhalation, spewing from the cavern of its body a



78 MICHAEL G. CONEY

gout of blazing oil, then relaxed into motionlessness and sank
slowly beneath the surface. The flames moved on, past the flank
of the berg. The berg was still, dead.

Skunder walked away, leaving the two men lying in the snow.

Erkelens was the first to move; he rolled over, looked at the
sky, sat up. He nudged Rosskidd, who still lay there, his head
pillowed on his arms.

“OK, Rosskidd. You can get up now. It’s all over.”

Rosskidd groaned and turned over; he looked at the captain
with the dregs of fear in his eyes. “God,” he muttered.

“Take it easy. We’re all right.” Erkelens stood, brushing loose
snow from his furs.

“I thought . . . I thought the berg was going to capsize. I've
heard it doesn’t take much to capsize a berg when it’s been mov-
ing through warm waters. I thought we’d had it, Erkelens.”

“So did I, as a matter of fact.” Erkelens glanced at Lejour’s
berg, unscathed, moving slowly northward; then he turned and
surveyed the blazing sea rolling into the distance. “Where’s
Skunder?” he asked suddenly.

“I don’t know. He was here a minute ago. Have we lost the
worm?”’

“Yes.” Erkelens shielded his eyes with his hand and gazed
around the berg. “There he is!” he exclaimed. “Christ, he’s swing-
ing the submarine out! He’s going over the side!”

Rosskidd laughed bitterly. “The little bastard’s running out on
us. We're stranded, we've got no worm, so he’s teaming up with
Lejour.”

“I don’t think so, somehow,” said Erkelens.

Skunder depressed the lever and heard the click as the hooks
disengaged. He thumbed the starter and coaxed the ancient pile
into reluctant activity, Soon the turbine began to hum and the
tiny submarine slid beneath the dark water. He switched on the
floodlights, veered away from the viridescent ice-wall to his left,
and headed north.
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He remembered Valinda and felt the knot of hate in his stom-
ach as his thoughts slid to Lejour while a tiny corner of his mind
registered the opaque green on the viewscreen as the water swal-
lowed his lights at the limit of visibility. There were fish at these
latitudes, hardy black sharks cruising on the fringes of the killing
polar cold in which only the worms could live. They watched him
curiously as he passed and their cold eyes glinted green and bale-
ful in the glow of the floodlights. He remembered Valinda and the
day she had saved his life with a well-aimed dart from the turret
of Lejour’s submarine. He had been inspecting a reluctant worm
at close quarters and had not seen the shark as it circled above him,
waiting its chance. But Valinda had seen it and he had felt a sud-
den, slight concussion; looking up, he saw the brute writhing and
snapping at the dart projecting from its belly; blood trailed crim-
son in the water and he had thrashed his frantic way back to the
submarine where Valinda held him close for a long time.

He thought of Lejour’s face when he had seen him two days
ago. The sudden shock of recognition and then a fear behind the
Earthman’s eyes. Lejour had remembered the day of their last
meeting, when they had settled up Skunder’s share of the contract
price and the figure received by the Cantek had been exactly dou-
ble what he had expected at the outset of the voyage. Lejour had
made no demur about paying him Valinda’s share; Skunder would
have thought it was conscience money except for his conviction
that Lejour was not the man to have a conscience.

“All yours, Cantek,” he had said generously. “T’ll be in touch
when I get the next contract lined up.”

Skunder had regarded him silently for a while, the money in his
hand. It would have been a pointless gesture to refuse it, so he
merely said: “Don’t bother, Earthman. The next time you see me
will be the last.” It had sounded melodramatic at the time but he
had seen Lejour’s eyes widen slightly, allowing the fear to peep
out.

Skunder recalled himself to the present, adjusted the trim of the
craft and skimmed just below the surface, raising the periscope. A
rainbow blur of oil slid down the screen, cleared, and he could see
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Lejour’s berg, riding high before him. He altered course to leave
it to starboard and retracted the periscope. After a few minutes he
dived, circling back, moving in close to the jagged wall of ice. Soon,
he saw the phosphorescent flank of the worm.

A tired worm, driven hard for many days, uneasy due to the
unaccustomed blackness of the oil-blanketed water. Inside the
berg, its flanks would be painful from the constant application of
the scorching laser control.

It would be possible to persuade such a worm to leave the berg.
A few well-placed mines about the rudimentary eyes . . . He eased
forward, following the vast segments of the body, moving toward
the mouth. The glowing shape ended abruptly; a scattering of pilot
fish darted about the region of the mouth, the little blue fish which
followed the leviathans in order to feed from the spawn, in due
course themselves becoming food for the growing worms. Skunder
traversed the area, sizing up the most advantageous position for
the mines behind that yawning mouth which filled the viewscreen.
Suddenly he checked, throttled back and increased the magnifica-
tion on the screen, his attention caught by a dark blob within the
glowing mouth itself. The shape jumped into close-up, sleek; some-
how patient and watchful.

Lejour’s submarine. Lurking within the very mouth, guarding
the huge creature against just such an attack as Skunder envis-
aged. He wondered if Lejour himself was at the controls, but
deemed it unlikely. In the time that he had worked for the Earth-
man, Skunder had never known Lejour to go below the surface;
like most Earthmen, he was scared of the worm. He would have
sent Alvo down.

Nevertheless, he had out-thought Skunder and the Cantek knew
a moment of sick frustration. In order to plant the mines he would
have to leave the submarine; he would be picked off easily by
Alvo’s darts. For a while he patrolled to and fro outside the cir-
cumference of the mouth while the enemy craft twisted in sym-
pathy, keeping him in the center of its viewscreen.

A telltale light flashed on the control panel and Skunder damp-
ened the miniature pile hastily; the reactor was beginning to over-



OH, VALINDA! 81

heat. He cursed Erkelens’ ramshackle equipment; this was the
worst moment for a breakdown to occur. Lejour’s modern sub-
marine, naturally, had automatic dampers. He cruised slowly away,
around the rim of the mouth, followed by his watchful adversary.
A dart clanged off his hull; a warning shot to remind him what
the enemy could do if he tried to leave his craft to affix the mines.

He moved around the perimeter of the mouth, shadowed by
the vigilant shape behind. He thought of Lejour on the surface of
the berg, smiling grimly as the news of his futile attempt to cripple
the worm was radioed back, He knew hate, frustrated and sick-
ening.

And ahead, a ragged, star-shaped gash in the worm’s lip, legacy
of a bygone mine injury.

He veered away, his thoughts whirling, jetted a short distance
into the open sea and turned, headed back, gained his bearings
and stared at the scar as he approached.

Bergworms are long-lived; some make many voyages to and
from the polar ice caps.

Again he saw Valinda swimming toward him; he saw the bright
flash and jagged wound, just there, just there.

And Lejour smiling into the radio receiver,

He dragged at the damper control. The warning light flickered.

He drove forward.

Erkelens stood on the lip of the drifting berg, staring at the
viscous sea; soon Rosskidd joined him.

“I've sent a distress signal,” said the mate. “It seems there’s a
ship only a few miles away. They’ll pick us up before long. They
complained a bit about having to detour through ‘the oil, but I
made it clear we were Earthmen.”

Erkelens glanced at him, then smiled bitterly.

“What about the berg?” resumed Rosskidd. “Do we just leave
it here?”

“The luck of the game. This one’s no use to anyone, now the
worm’s dead. It’s not the sort of thing you can take in tow.”
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“That’s true.” Rosskidd was watching Lejour’s berg as it moved
steadily away. “What’s that?” he asked, wondering.

Half a mile away, the glittering mass became suddenly indis-
tinct, hazed with a corona of fine particles of snow and ice, re-
fracting multicolored in the low sun. The sea around the base of
the berg erupted slowly into incandescent spray.

“Christ!” whispered Rosskidd in awe. “He’s breaking up!”

As though struck from above with a giant cleaver the berg split
down the center, the halves rolling ponderously apart, and a vault-
ing spout of solid water leaped skyward from the widening gulf.

The rumble of a gigantic underwater explosion reached them,
their berg trembled, they sat down abruptly in the snow and
watched as the distant waterspout subsided and the sea quietened,
became once more dark and somber, the twin peaks of ice jutting
from the viscous surface like tombstones.

Rosskidd glanced at the captain; his eyes held a frightened, un-
spoken query.

Erkelens nodded. “Skunder had some grudge,” he said. “I don’t
know what it was. Probably something which you or I wouldn’t
understand, but the Canteks are a volatile race. Always fighting
wars. I'm not sure we’ll ever get to the bottom of them.”

They stood together on the gently rocking berg for a long time,
watching the enigmatic horizon. Eventually, night fell.

Erkelens strolled back to the dome, leaving his mate standing
alone under the stony stars.

“Where the hell is that ship?” asked Rosskidd of the planet
Cantek, irritably.
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CoNSTITUTION ONE

Lo oF Lt-Col Sheffield N. Jackman, USAF, commanding U.S.
Starship Constitution, Day 40.

All's well, friends. Thanks to Mission Control for the batch of
personal messages. We enjoyed the concert you beamed us, in
fact we recorded most of it so we can play it over again when com-
munication gets hairy.

We are now approaching the six-week point in our expedition
to Alpha Centauri, Planet Aleph, and now that we’ve passed the
farthest previous manned distance from Earth we’re really begin-
ning to feel as if we’re on our way. Our latest navigation check
confirms Mission Control’s plot, and we estimate we should be
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crossing the orbit of Pluto at approximately 1631 hours, ship time,
of Day 40, which is today. Letski has been keeping track of the
time dilation effect, which is beginning to be significant now that
we are traveling about some 6 percent of the speed of light, and
says this would make it approximately a quarter of two in the
morning your time, Mission Control. We voted to consider that
the “coastal waters” mark. From then on we will have left the
solar system behind and thus will be the first human beings to en-
ter upon the deeps of interstellar space. We plan to have a cere-
mony. Letski and Ann Becklund have made up an American flag
for jettisoning at that point, which we will do through the Number
Three survey port, along with the prepared stainless steel plaque
containing the President’s commissioning speech. We are also
throwing in some private articles for each of us. I am contributing
my Air Academy class ring.

Little change since previous reports. We are settling down
nicely to our routine. We finished up all our post-launch checks
weeks ago, and as Dr. Knefhausen predicted we began to find time
hanging heavy on our hands. There won’t be much to keep us busy
between now and when we arrive at the planet Alpha-Aleph that
is really essential to the operating of the spaceship. So we went
along with Kneffie’s proposed recreational schedule, using the
worksheets prepared by the Nasa Division of Flight Training and
Personnel Management. At first (I think the boys back in Indian-
apolis are big enough to know this!) it met with what you might
call a cool reception. The general consensus was that this business
of learning number theory and the calculus of statement, which is
what they handed us for openers, was for the birds. We figured
we weren’t quite desperate enough for that yet, so we fooled
around with other things. Ann and Will Becklund played a lot of
chess. Dot Letski began writing a verse adaptation of War and
Peace. The rest of us hacked around with the equipment, and
making astronomical observations and gabbing. But all that began
to get tiresome pretty fast, just as Kneffie said it would at the brief-
ings. We talked about his idea that the best way to pass time in a
spaceship was learning to get interested in mathematical problems
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—no mass to transport, no competitive element to get tempers up
and all that. It began to make sense. So now Letski is in his tenth
day of trying to find a formula for primes, and my own dear Flo
is trying to prove Goldbach’s Conjecture by means of the theory
of congruences. (This is the girl who two months ago couldn’t
add up a laundry list!) It certainly passes the time.

Medically, we are all fit. I will append the detailed data on our
blood pressures, pulses, etc., as well as the tape from the rocket
and navigating systems readouts., Il report again as scheduled.
Take care of Earth for us—we’re looking forward to seeing it again,
in a few years!

WASHINGTON ONE

There was a lull in the urban guerrilla war in Washington that
week. The chopper was able to float right in to the South Lawn of
the: White House—no sniper fire, no heat-seeking missiles, not
even rock-throwing. Dr. Dieter von Knefhausen stared suspiciously
at the knot of weary-looking pickets in their permitted fifty yards
of space along the perimeter. They didn’t look militant, probably
Gay Lib or, who knew what, maybe nature-food or single-tax; at
any rate no rocks came from them, only a little disorganized boo-
ing as the helicopter landed. Knefhausen bowed to Herr Omnes
sardonically, hopped nimbly out of the chopper and got out of the
way as it took off again, which it did at once. He didn’t trouble to
run to the White House. He strolled. He did not fear these simple
people, even if the helicopter pilot did. Also he was not really eager
to keep his appointment with the President.

The ADC who frisked him did not smile. The orderly who con-
ducted him to the West Terrace did not salute. No one relieved
him of the dispatch case with his slides and papers, although it
was heavy. You could tell right away when you were in the dog-
house, he thought, ducking his head from the rotor blast as the
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pilot circled the White House to gain altitude before venturing
back across the spread-out city.

It had been a lot different in the old days, he thought with some
nostalgia. He could remember every minute of those old days. It
was right here, this portico, where he had stood before the world’s
press and photographers to tell them about the Alpha-Aleph
Project. He had seen his picture next to the President’s on all the
front-pages, watched himself on the TV newscasts, talking about
the New Earth that would give America an entire colonizable
planet four light-years away. He remembered the launch at the
Cape, with a million and a half invited guests from all over the
world: foreign statesmen and scientists eating their hearts out with
envy, American leaders jovial with pride. The orderlies saluted
then, all right. His lecture fees had gone clear out of sight. There
was even talk of making him the Vice Presidential candidate in
the next election—and it could have happened, too, if the election
had been right then, and if there hadn’t been the problem of his
being born in another country.

Now it was all different. He was taken up in the service elevator.
It wasn’t so much that Knefhausen minded for his own sake, he
told himself, but how did the word get out that there was trouble?
Was it only the newspaper stories? Was there a leak?

The Marine orderly knocked once on the big door of the Cabinet
room, and it was opened from inside.

Knefhausen entered.

No “Come in, Dieter, boy, pull up a pew.” No Vice President
jumping up to grab his arm and slap his back. His greeting was
thirty silent faces turned toward him, some reserved, some frankly
hostile. The full Cabinet was there, along with half a dozen depart-
ment heads and the President’s personal action staff, and the most
hostile face around the big oval table was the President’s own.

Knefhausen bowed. An atavistic hankering for lyceum-cadet
jokes made him think of clicking his heels and adjusting a mon-
ocle, but he didn’t have a monocle and didn’t yield to impulses
like that. He merely took his place standing at the foot of the
table and, when the President nodded, said, “Good morning, gen-
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tlemen, and ladies. I assume you want to see me about the stupid
lies the Russians are spreading about the Alpha-Aleph program.”

Roobarooba, they muttered to each other. The President said
in his sharp tenor, “So you think they are just lies?”

“Lies or mistakes, Mr. President, what’s the difference? We are
right and they are wrong, that’s all.”

Roobaroobarooba. The Secretary of State looked inquiringly at
the President, got a nod and said: “Dr. Knefhausen, you know
I’'ve been on your team a long time and I don’t want to disagree
with any statement you care to make, but are you so sure about
that? They’s some mighty persuasive figures comin’ out of the Rus-
sians.”

“They are false, Mr. Secretary.”

“Ah, well, Dr. Knefhausen. I might be inclined to take your
word for it, but they’s others might not. Not cranks or malcontents,
Dr. Knefhausen, but good, decent people. Do you have any evi-
dence for such as them?”

“With your permission, Mr. President?” The President nodded
again, and Knefhausen unlocked his dispatch case and drew out
a slim sheaf of slides. He handed them to a major of Marines,
who looked to the President for approval and then did what Knef-
hausen told him. The room lights went down and, after some fid-
dling with the focus, the first slide was projected over Knefhausen’s
head. It showed a huge array of Y-shaped metal posts, stretching
away into the distance of a bleak, powdery-looking landscape.

“This picture is our radio telescope on Farside, the Moon,” he
said. “It is never visible from the Earth, because that portion of
the Moon’s surface is permanently turned away from us, for which
reason we selected it for the site of the telescope. There is no
electrical interference of any kind. The instrument is made up of
thirty-three million separate dipole elements, aligned with an ac-
curacy of one part in several million. Its actual size is an approxi-
mate circle eighteen miles across, but by virtue of the careful
positioning its performance is effectively equal to a telescope with
a diameter of some twenty-six miles. Next slide, please.”

Click. The picture of the huge RT display swept away and was
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replaced by another similar—but visibly smaller and shabbier—con-
struction.

“This is the Russian instrument, gentlemen. And ladies. It is
approximately one quarter the size of ours in diameter. It has less
than one-tenth as many elements, and our reports—they are classi-
fied, but I am informed this gathering is cleared to receive this
material? Yes—our reports indicate the alignment is very crude.
Even terrible, you could say.

“The difference between the two instruments in information-
gathering capacity is roughly a hundred to one, in our favor. Lights,
please.

“What this means,” he went on smoothly, smiling at each of
the persons around the table in turn as he spoke, “is that if the
Russians say ‘no’ and we say ‘yes,” bet on ‘yes.” Our radio telescope
can be trusted. Theirs cannot.”

The meeting shifted uneasily in its chairs. They were as anxious
to believe Knefhausen as he was to convince them, but they were
not sure.

Representative Belden, the Chairman of the House Ways and
Means Committee, spoke for all of them. “Nobody doubts the qual-
ity of your equipment. Especially,” he added, “since we still have
bruises from the job of paying for it. But the Russians made a
flat statement. They said that Alpha Centauri can’t have a planet
larger than one thousand miles in diameter, or nearer than half
a billion miles to the star. I have a copy of the Tass release here.
It admits that their equipment is inferior to our own, but they
have a statement signed by twenty-two academicians that says their
equipment could not miss on any object larger or nearer than what
I have said, or on any body of any kind which would be large
enough to afford a landing place for our astronauts. Are you fa-
miliar with this statement?”

“Yes, of course, I have read it—"

“Then you know that they state positively that the planet you
call ‘Alpha-Aleph’ does not exist.”

“Yes, that is what they state.”

“Moreover, statements from authorities at the Paris Observatory
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and the UNESCO Astrophysical Center at Trieste, and from Eng-
land’s Astronomer Royal, all say that they have checked and con-
firmed their figures.”

Knefhausen nodded cheerfully. “That is correct, Representative
Belden. They confirm that if the observations are as stated, then
the conclusions drawn by the Soviet installation at Novy Brezhnev-
grad on Farside naturally follow. I don’t question the arithmetic.
I only say that the observations are made with inadequate equip-
ment, and thus the Soviet astronomers have come to a false conclu-
sion. But I do not want to burden your patience with an
unsupported statement,” he added hastily as the Congressman
opened his mouth to speak again, “so I will tell you all there is to
tell. What the Russians say is theory. What I have to counter is not
merely better theory, but also objective fact. I know Alpha-Aleph
is there because I have seen it! Lights again, Major! And the next
slide, if you please.”

The screen lit up and showed glaring bare white with a sprinkling
of black spots, like dust. A large one appeared in the exact center
of the screen, with a dozen lesser ones sprinkled around it. Knef-
hausen picked up a flash pointer and aimed its little arrowhead
of light at the central dot.

“This is a photographic negative,” he said, “which is to say that
it is black where the actual scene is white and vice versa. Those
objects are astronomical. It was taken from our Briareus Twelve
satellite near the orbit of Jupiter, on its way out of Neptune four-
teen months ago. The central object is the star Alpha Centauri.
It was photographed with a special instrument which filters out
most of the light from the star itself, electronic in nature and some-
thing like the coronascope which is used for photographing prom-
inences on our own Sun. We hoped that by this means we might
be able actually to photograph the planet Alpha-Aleph. We were
successful, as you can see.” The flash pointer laid its little arrow
next to the nearest small dot to the central star. “That, gentlemen,
and ladies, is Alpha-Aleph. It is precisely where we predicted it
from radio telescope data.”

There was another buzz from the table. In the dark it was louder



90 FREDERIK POHL

than before. The Secretary of State cried sharply, “Mr. President!
Can’t we release this photograph?”’

“We will release it immediately after this meeting,” said the
President.

Roobarooba. Then the committee chairman: “Mr. President, I'm
sure if you say that’s the planet we want, then it’s the planet. But
others outside this country may wonder, for indeed all those dots
look about alike to me. I wonder if Knefhausen could satisfy a
layman’s curiosity. How do we know that’s Alpha-Aleph?”

“Slide Number Four, please—and keep Number Three in the
carriage.” The same scene, subtly different. “Note that in this pic-
ture, gentlemen, that one object, there, is in a different position.
It has moved. You know that the stars show no discernible motion,
of course. It has moved because this photograph was taken eight
months later, as Briareus Twelve was returning from the Neptune
flyby, and the planet Alpha-Aleph had revolved in its orbit. This
is not theory, it is evidence; and I add that the original tapes from
which the photoprint was made are stored in Goldstone, so there
is no question that arises of foolishness.” Roobarooba, but in a
higher and excited key. Gratified, Knefhausen nailed down his
point. “So, Major, if you will now return to Slide Three, yes—
And if you will flip back and forth, between Three and Four,
as fast as you can— Thank you.” The little black dot called Alpha-
Aleph bounced back and forth like a tennis ball, while all the other
star points remained motionless. ‘“This is what is called the blink
comparator process, you see. I point out that if what you are look-
ing at is not a planet, it is, excuse me, Mr. President, the damnedest
funniest star you ever saw. Also it is exactly at the distance and
exactly with the orbital period we specified based on the RT data.
Now, are there any more questions?”

“No, sir!” “That’s great, Kneffie!” “Clear as a cow’s ass to the
stud bull.” “I think that wraps it up.” “That’ll show the Commies.”

The President’s voice overrode them all.

“I think we can have the lights on now, Major Merton,” he
said. “Dr. Knefhausen, thank you. I’'d appreciate it if you would
remain nearby for a few minutes, so you can join Murray and
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myself in the study to check over the text of our announcement
before we release these pictures.” He nodded sober dismissal to
his chief science advisor and then, reminded by the happy faces
of his cabinet, remembered to smile with pleasure.

CONSTITUTION Two

Sheffield Jackman’s log. Starship Constitution. Day 95.

According to Letski we are now traveling at just about 15%
of the speed of light, almost 30,000 miles per second. The fusion
thrust is operating smoothly and well. Fuel, power, and life-support
curves are sticking tight to optimum. No sweat of any kind with
the ship, or, actually, with anything else.

Relativistic effects have begun to show up as predicted. Jim Bar-
stow’s spectral studies show the stars in front of us are showing
a shift to the blue end, and the Sun and the other stars behind
us are shifting to the red. Without the spectroscope you can’t see
much, though. Beta Circini looks a little funny, maybe. As for
the Sun, it’s still very bright—Jim logged it as minus-six magnitude
a few hours ago—and as I’ve never seen it in quite that way before,
I can’t tell whether the color looks bright or not. It certainly isn’t
the golden yellow I associate with type GO, but neither is Alpha
Centauri ahead of us, and I don’t really see a difference between
them. I think the reason is simply that they are so bright that
the color impressions are secondary to the brightness impressions,
although the spectroscope, as I say, does show the differences.
We've all taken turns at looking back. Naturally enough, I guess.
We can still make out the Earth and even the Moon in the tele-
scope, but it’s chancy. Ski almost got an eyeful of the Sun at full
light-gathering amplitude yesterday because the visual separation
is only about twelve seconds of arc now. In a few more days they’ll
be too close to separate.

Let’s see, what else?

We’ve been having a fine time with the recreational-math pro-
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gram. Ann has taken to binary arithmetic like a duck to water.
She’s involved in what I take to be some sort of statistical experi-
mentation (we don’t pry too much into what the others are doing
until they’re ready to talk about it), and, of all things, she de-
manded we produce coins to flip. Well, naturally none of us had
taken any money with us! Except that it turns out two of us
did. Ski had a Russian silver ruble that his mother’s uncle had
given him for luck, and I found an old Philadelphia transit token
in my pocket. Ann rejected my transit token as too light to be
reliable, but she now spends happy hours flipping the ruble, heads
or tails, and writing down the results as a series of six-place binary
numbers, heads for 1 and tails for 0. After about a week my curi-
osity got too much so I began hinting to find out what she was
doing. When I ask she says things like, “By means of the easy
and the simple we grasp the laws of the whole world.” When I
say that’s nice but what does she hope to grasp by flipping the
coin? she says, “When the laws of the whole world are grasped,
therein lies perfection.” So, as I say, we don’t press each other
and I leave it there. But it passes the time.

Kneffie would be proud of himself if he could see how our recrea-
tion keeps us busy. None of us has managed to prove Fermat’s
Last Theorem yet or anything like that, but of course that’s the
whole point. If we could solve the problems, we’d have used them
up, and then what would we do for recreation? It does exactly
what it was intended to. It keeps us mentally alert on this long
and intrinsically rather dull boat-ride.

Personal relationships? Jes’ fine, fellows, jes’ fine. A lot better
than any of us really hoped, back there at the personal-hygiene
briefings in Mission Control. The girls take the stripey pills every
day until three days before their periods, then they take the green
pills for four days, then they lay off pills for four days, then back
to the stripes. There was a little embarrassed joking about it at
first, but now it’s strictly routine, like brushing the teeth. We men
take our red pills every day (Ski christened them “stop lights”)
until our girls tell us they’re about to lay off (you know what
I mean, each of our individual girls tells her husband), then we
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take the Blue Devil (that’s what we call the antidote) and have
a hell of a time until the girls start on the stripes again. None
of us thought any of this would work, you know. But it works
fine. I don’t even think sex until Flo kisses my ear and tells me
she’s getting ready to, excuse the expression, get in heat, and then
like wow. Same with everybody. The aft chamber with the nice
wide bunks we call Honeymoon Hotel. It belongs to whoever needs
it, and never once have both bunks been used. The rest of the
time we just sleep wherever is convenient, and nobody gets uptight
about it.

Excuse my getting personal, but you told me you wanted to
know everything, and there’s not much else to tell. All systems
remain optimum. We check them over now and again, but nothing
has given any trouble, or even looked as though it might be thinking
about giving trouble later on. And there’s absolutely nothing worth
looking at outside but stars. We’ve all seen them about as much
as we need to by now. The plasma jet thrums right along at our
point-seven-five Gee. We don’t even hear it anymore.

We’ve even got used to the recycling system. None of us really
thought we’d get with the suction toilet, not to mention what hap-
pens to the contents, but it was only a little annoying the first
few days. Now it’s fine. The treated product goes into the algae
tanks, feces and urine together. The sludge from the algae goes
into the hydroponic beds, but by then, of course, it’s just greeny-
brown vegetable matter like my father used to get out of his mulch
bed. That’s all handled semi-automatically anyway, of course, so
our first real contact with the system comes in the kitchen. The
food we eat comes in the form of nice red tomatoes and nourishing
rice pilaf and stuff like that. (We do miss animal protein a little;
the frozen stores have to last a long time, so each hamburger is
a special feast, and we only have them once a week or so.) The
water we drink comes actually out of the air, condensed by the
dehumidifiers into the reserve supply, where we get it to drink.
It’s nicely aerated and chilled and tastes fine. Of course, the way
it gets into the air in the first place is by being sweated out of
our pores or transpired from the plants (which are irrigated direct
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from the treated product of the reclamation tanks), and we all
know, when we stop to think of it, that every molecule of it has
passed through all our kidneys forty times by now. But not directly.
That’s the point. What we drink is clear sweet dew. And if it once
was something else, can’t you say the same of Lake Erie?

Well. I think I've gone on long enough. You've probably got
the idea by now: We’re happy in the service, and we all thank
you for giving us this pleasure cruise!

WASHINGTON Two

Waiting for his appointment with the President, Dr. Knefhausen
reread the communique from the spaceship, chuckling happily to
himself. “Happy in the service.” “Like wow.” “Kneffie would be
proud of himself’—indeed Kneffie was. And proud of them, those
little wonders, there! So brave. So strong.

He took as much pride in them as if they had been his own
sons and daughters, all eight of them. Everybody knew the Alpha-
Aleph project was Knefhausen’s baby, but he tried to conceal from
the world that, in his own mind, he spread his fatherhood to include
the crew. They were the pick of the available world, and it was
he who had put them where they were. He lifted his head, listening
to the distant chanting from the perimeter fence where today’s dis-
gusting exhibition of mob violence was doing its best to harass
the people who were making the world go. What great lumps they
were out there, with their long hair and their dirty morals. The
heavens belonged only to angels, and it was Dieter von Knefhausen
who had picked the angels. It was he who had established the
selection procedures (and if he had done some things that were
better left unmentioned to make sure the procedures worked, what
of it?). It was he who had conceived and adapted the highly impor-
tant recreation schedule, and above all he who had conceived the
entire project and persuaded the President to make it come true.
The hardware was nothing, only money. The basic scientific con-
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cepts were known; most of the components were on the shelves;
it took only will to put them together. The will would not have
existed if it had not been for Knefhausen, who announced the dis-
covery of Alpha-Aleph from his radio-observatory on Farside (and
gave it that name, although as everyone realized he could have
called it by any name he chose, even his own) and carried on
the fight for the project by every means available until the President
bought it.

It had been a hard, bitter struggle. He reminded himself with
courage that the worst was still ahead. No matter. Whatever it
cost, it was done, and it was worthwhile. These reports from Con-
stitution proved it. It was going exactly as planned, and—

“Excuse me, Dr. Knefhausen.”

He looked up, catapulted back from almost half a light-year
away.

“I said the President will see you now, Dr. Knefhausen,” re-
peated the usher.

“Ah,” said Knefhausen. “Oh, yes, to be sure. I was deep in
thought.”

“Yes, sir. This way, sir.”

They passed a window and there was a quick glimpse of the
turmoil at the gates, picket signs used like battle-axes, a thin blue
cloud of tear gas, the sounds of shouting. “King Mob is busy to-
day,” said Knefhausen absently.

“There’s no danger, sir. Through here, please.”

The President was in his private study, but to Knefhausen’s sur-
prise he was not alone. There was Murray Amos, his personal
secretary, which one could understand; but there were three other
men in the room. Knethausen recognized them as the Secretary
of State, the Speaker of the House and, of all people, the Vice
President. How strange, thought Knefhausen, for what was to have
been a confidential briefing for the President alone! But he rallied
quickly.

“Excuse me, Mr. President,” he said cheerfully. “I must have
understood wrong. T thought you were ready for our little talk.”

“T am ready, Knefhausen,” said the President. The cares of his
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years in the White House rested heavily on him today, Knefhausen
thought critically. He looked very old and very tired. “You will
tell these gentlemen what you would have told me.”

“Ah, yes, I see,” said Knefhausen, trying to conceal the fact
that he did not see at all. Surely the President did not mean what
his words said; therefore it was necessary to try to see what was
his thought. “Yes to be sure. Here is something, Mr. President.
A new report from the Constitution! It was received by burst trans-
mission from the Lunar Orbiter at Goldstone just an hour ago,
and has just come from the decoding room. Let me read it to
you. Our brave astronauts are getting along splendidly, just as we
planned. They say—"

“Don’t read us that just now,” said the President harshly. “We’ll
hear it, but first there is something else. I want you to tell this
group the full story of the Alpha-Aleph project.”

“The full story, Mr. President?” Knefhausen hung on gamely.
“I see. You wish me to begin with the very beginning, when first
we realized at the observatory that we had located a planet—"

“No, Knefhausen. Not the cover story. The truth.”

“Mr. President!” cried Knefhausen in sudden agony. “I must
inform you that I protest this premature disclosure of vital—"

“The truth, Knefhausen!” shouted the President. It was the first
time Knefhausen had ever heard him raise his voice. “It won’t
go out of this room, but you must tell them everything. Tell them
why it is that the Russians were right and we lied! Tell them why
we sent the astronauts on a suicide mission, ordered to land on
a planet that we knew all along did not exist!”

CONSTITUTION THREE

Shef Jackman’s journal, Day 130.

It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? I’m sorry for being such a lousy
correspondent. I was in the middle of a thirteen-game chess series
with Eve Barstow—she was playing the Bobby Fischer games, and
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I was playing in the style of Reshevsky—and Eve said something
that made me think of old Kneffie, and that, of course, reminded
me I owed you a transmission. So here it is.

In my own defense, though, it isn’t only that we’ve been busy
with other things. It takes a lot of power for these chatty little
letters. Some of us aren’t so sure they’re worthwhile. The farther
we get the more power we need to accumulate for a transmission.
Right now it’s not so bad yet, but, well, I might as well tell you
the truth, right? Kneffie made us promise that. Always tell the
truth, he said, because you’re part of the experiment, and we need
to know what you’re doing, all of it. Well, the truth in this case
is that we were a little short of disposable power for a while because
Jim Barstow needed quite a lot for research purposes. You will
probably wonder what the research is, but we have a rule that
we don’t criticize, or even talk about, what anyone else is doing
until they’re ready, and he isn’t ready yet. I take the responsibility
for the whole thing, not just the power drain but the damage to
the ship. I said be could go ahead with it.

We’re going pretty fast now, and to the naked eye the stars
fore and aft have blue-shifted and red-shifted nearly out of sight.
It’s funny, but we haven’t been able to observe Alpha-Aleph yet,
even with the disk obscuring the star. Now, with the shift to the
blue, we probably won'’t see it at all until we slow down. We can
still see the Sun, but I guess what we’re seeing is ultraviolet when
it’s home. Of course the relativistic frequency shifts mean we need
extra compensating power in our transmissions, which is another
reason why, all in all, I don’t think Il be writing home every
Sunday, between breakfast and the baseball game, the way I ought
to!

But the mission’s going along fine. The “personal relationships”
keep on being just great. We’ve done a little experimental research
there too that wasn’t on the program, but it’s all OK. No problems.
Worked out great. I think maybe I'll leave out some of the details,
but we found some groovy ways to do things. Oh, hell, I'll give
you one hint: Dot Letski says I should tell you to get the boys
at Mission Control to crack open two of the stripey pills and one
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of the Blue Devils, mix them with a quarter-teaspoon of black
pepper and about 2 cc of the conditioner fluid from the recycling
system. Serve over orange sherbet, and oh boy. After the first time
we had it Flo made a crack about its being “seminal,” which I
thought was a private joke, but it broke everybody up. Dot figured
it out for herself weeks ago. We wondered how she got so far
so fast with War and Peace until she let us into the secret. Then
we found out what it could do for you, both emotionally and
intellectually: the creative over the arousing, as they say.

Ann and Jerry Letski used up their own recreational programs
early (real early—they were supposed to last the whole voyage!),
so they swapped microfiches, on the grounds that each was inter-
ested in an aspect of causality and they wanted to see what the
other side had to offer. Now Ann is deep into people like Kant
and Carnap, and Ski is sore as a boil because there’s no Achillea
millefolium in the hydroponics garden. Needs the stalks for his
researches, he says. He is making do with flipping his ruble to
generate hexagrams; in fact, we all borrow it now and then, but
it’s not the right way. Honestly, Mission Control, he’s right. Some
thought should have been given to our other needs, besides sex
and number theory. We can’t even use chop bones from the kitchen
wastes, because there isn’t any kitchen waste. I know you couldn’t
think of everything, but still— Anyway, we improvise as best we
can, and mostly well enough.

Let’s see, what else? Did I send you Jim Barstow’s proof of
Goldbach’s Conjecture? Turned out to be very simple once he had
devised his multiplex parity analysis idea. Mostly we don’t fool
with that sort of stuff anymore, though. We got tired of number
theory after we’d worked out all the fun parts, and if there is any
one thing that we all work on (apart from our private interests)
it is probably the calculus of statement. We don’t do it systemati-
cally, only as time permits from our other activities, but we’re all
pretty well convinced that a universal grammar is feasible enough,
and it’s easy enough to see what that leads to. Flo has done more
than most of us. She asked me to put in that Boole, Venn and
all those old people were on the wrong track, but she thinks there
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might be something to Leibniz’s “calculus ratiocinator” idea.
There’s a J. W. Swanson suggestion that she likes for multiplexing
languages. (Jim took off from it to work out his parity analysis.)
The idea is that you devise a double-vocabulary language. One
set of meanings is conveyed, say, by phonemes—that is, the shape
of the words themselves. Another set is conveyed by pitch. It’s
like singing a message, half of it conveyed by the words, the other
half by the tune. Like rock music. You get both sets of meanings
at the same time. She’s now working on third, fourth, and nth
dimensions so as to convey many kinds of meanings at once, but
it’s not very fruitful so far (except for using sexual intercourse
as one of the communications media). Most of the senses available
are too limited to convey much. By the way, we checked out all
the existing “artificial languages” as best we could—put Will Beck-
lund under hypnotic regression to recapture the Esperanto he’d
learned as a kid, for instance. But they were all blind alleys. Didn’t
even convey as much as standard English or French.

Medical readouts follow. We’re all healthy. Eve Barstow gave
us a medical check to make sure. Ann and Ski had little rough
spots in a couple of molars so she filled them for the practice
more than because they needed it. I don’t mean practice in filling
teeth; she wanted to try acupuncture instead of procaine. Worked
fine.

We all have this writing-to-Daddy-and-Mommy-from-Camp-
Tanglewood feeling and we’d like to send you some samples of
our home handicrafts. The trouble is there’s so much of it. Every-
body has something he’s personally pretty pleased with, like Bar-
stow’s proof of most of the classic math problems and my multi-
media adaptation of Sur le pont d’Avignon. It’s hard to decide what
to send you with the limited power available, and we don’t want
to waste it with junk. So we took a vote and decided that the
best thing was Ann’s verse retelling of War and Peace. It runs
pretty long. I hope the power holds it. I'll transmit as much of
itasIcan. . ..
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WASHINGTON THREE

Spring was well advanced in Washington. Along the Potomac
the cherry blossoms were beginning to bud, and Rock Creek Park
was the pale green of new leaves. Even through the whap, whap
of the helicopter rotor Knefhausen could hear an occasional rattle
of small-arms fire from around Georgetown, and the Molotov cock-
tails and tear gas from the big Water Gate apartment development
at the river’s edge were steaming the sky with smoke and fumes.
They never stopped, thought Knefhausen irritably. What was the
good of trying to save people like this?

It was distracting. He found himself dividing his attention into
three parts—the scarred, greening landscape below; the escort fire-
ships that orbited around his own chopper; and the papers on his
lap. All of them annoyed him. He couldn’t keep his mind on any
of them. What he liked least was the report from the Constitution.
He had had to get expert help in translating what it was all about,
and he didn’t like the need, and even less liked the results. What
bad gone wrong? They were his kids, handpicked. There had
been no hint, for instance, of hippiness in any of them, at least not
past the age of twenty, and only for Ann Becklund and Florence
Jackman even then. How had they got into this I Ching foolishness,
and this stupid business with the Achillea millefolium, better known
as the common yarrow? What “experiments”? Who started the dis-
gustingly antiscientific acupuncture thing? How dared they depart
from their programmed power budget for “research purposes,” and
what were the purposes? Above all, what was the “damage to
the ship”?

He scribbled on a pad:

With immediate effect, cut out the nonsense. I have the
impression you are all acting like irresponsible children. You
are letting down the ideals of our program.

Knefhausen
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After running the short distance from the chopper pad to the
shelter of the guarded White House entrance, he gave the slip to
a page from the Message Center for immediate encoding and trans-
mission to the Constitution via Goldstone, Lunar Orbiter and Far-
side Base. All they needed was a reminder, he persuaded himself,
then they would settle down. But he was still worried as he peered
into a mirror, patted his hair down, smoothed his moustache with
the tip of a finger and presented himself to the President’s chief
secretary.

This time they went down, not up. Knefhausen was going to
the basement chamber that had been successively Franklin Roose-
velt’s swimming pool, the White House press lounge, a TV studio
for taping jolly little two-shots of the President with congressmen
and senators for the folks back home to see, and, now, the heavily
armored bunker in which anyone trapped in the White House in
the event of a successful attack from the city outside could hold
out for several weeks, during which time the Fourth Armored
would surely be able to retake the grounds from its bases in Mary-
land. It was not a comfortable room, but it was a safe one. Besides
being armored against attack, it was as thoroughly soundproof,
spyproof and leakproof as any chamber in the world, not excepting
the Under-Kremlin or the Colorado NOROM base.

Knefhausen was admitted and seated, while the President and
a couple of others were in whispered conversation at one end of
the room, and the several dozen other people present craned their
necks to stare at Knefhausen.

After a moment the President raised his head. “All right,” he
said. He drank from a crystal goblet of water, looking wizened
and weary, and disappointed at the way a boyhood dream had
turned out: the Presidency wasn’t what it had seemed to be from
Mauncie, Indiana. “We all know why we’re here. The government
of the United States has given out information which was untrue.
It did so knowingly and wittingly, and we’ve been caught at it.
Now we want you to know the background, and so Dr. Knefhausen
is going to explain the Alpha-Aleph project. Go ahead, Knef-
hausen.”
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Knefhausen stood up and walked unhurryingly to the little lec-
tern set up for him, off to one side of the President. He opened
his papers on the lectern, studied them thoughtfully for a moment
with his lips pursed, and said:

“As the President has said, the Alpha-Aleph project is a camou-
flage. A few of you learned this some months ago, and then you
referred to it with other words. ‘Fraud.” ‘Fake.” Words like that.
But if I may say it in French, it is not any of those words, it
is a legitimate ruse de guerre. Not the guerre against our political
enemies, or even against the dumb kids in the streets with their
Molotov cocktails and bricks. I do not mean those wars; I mean
the war against ignorance. For you see, there were certain sings—
certain things we had to know for the sake of science and progress.
Alpha-Aleph was designed to find them out for us.

“T will tell you the worst parts first,” he said. “Number one,
there is no such planet as Alpha-Aleph. The Russians were right.
Number two, we knew this all along. Even the photographs we
produced were fakes, and in the long run the rest of the world
will find this out and they will know of our ruse de guerre. I can
only hope that they will not find out too soon, for if we are lucky
and keep the secret for a while, then I hope we will be able to
produce good results to justify what we have done. Number three,
when the Constitution reaches Alpha Centauri there will be no
place for them to land, no way to leave their spacecraft, no sources
of raw materials which they might be able to use to make fuel
to return, no nothing but the star and empty space. This fact has
certain consequences. The Constitution was designed with enough
hydrogen fuel capacity for a one-way flight, plus maneuvering re-
serve. There will not be enough for them to come back, and the
source they had hoped to tap, namely the planet Alpha-Aleph,
does not exist, so they will not come back. Consequently they will
die there. Those are the bad things to which I must admit.”

There was a sighing murmur from the audience. The President
was frowning absently to himself. Knefhausen waited patiently
for the medicine to be swallowed, then went on.

“You ask, then, why have we done this thing? Condemning eight
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young people to their death? The answer is simple: knowledge.
To put it with other words, we must have the basic scientific knowl-
edge we need to protect the free world. You are all familiar, I
si—I believe, with the known fact that basic scientific advances
have been very few these past ten years and more. Much R&D.
Much technology. Much applications. But in the years since Ein-
stein, or better since Weizsdcker, very little basic.

“But without the new basic knowledge, the new technology must
soon stop developing. It will run out of steam, you see.

“Now I must tell you a story. It is a true scientific story, not
a joke; I know you do not want jokes from me at this time. There
was a man named de Bono, a Maltese, who wished to investigate
the process of creative thinking. There is not very much known
about this process, but he had an idea how he could find something
out. So he prepared for an experiment a room that was stripped
of all furniture, with two doors, one across from the other. You
go into one door, you go through the room, you walk out the
other. He put at the door that was the entrance some material—
two flat boards, some ropes. And he got as his subjects some young
children. Now he said to the children, ‘Now, this is a game we
will play. You must go through this room and out the other door,
that is all. If you do that, you win. But there is one rule. You
must not touch the floor with your feet or your knees or with
any part of your body or your clothing. We had here a boy,” he
said, ‘who was very athletic and walked across on his hands, but
he was disqualified. You must not do that. Now go, and whoever
does it fastest will win some chocolates.’

“So he took away all of the children but the first one and, one
by one, they tried. There were ten or fifteen of them, and each
of them did the same thing. Some it took longer to figure out,
some figured it out right away, but it always was the same trick:
They sat down on the floor, they took the boards and the ropes,
and they tied one board to ecach foot and they walked across the
room like on skis. The fastest one thought of the trick right away
and was across in a few seconds. The slowest took many minutes.
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But it was the same trick for all of them, and that was the first
part of the experiment.

“Now this Maltese man, de Bono, performed the second part
of the experiment. It was exactly like the first, with one difference.
He did not give them two boards. He only gave them one board.

“And in the second part every child worked out the same trick,
too, but it was of course a different trick. They tied the rope to
the end of the single board and then they stood on it, and jumped
up, tugging the rope to pull the board forward, hopping and tug-
ging, moving a little bit at a time, and every one of them succeeded.
But in the first experiment the average time to cross was maybe
forty-five seconds. And in the second experiment the average time
was maybe twenty seconds. With one board they did their job faster
than with two.

“Perhaps now some of you see the point. Why did not any of
the children in the first group think of this faster method of going
across the room? It is simple. They looked at what they were given
to use for materials and, they are like all of us, they wanted to
use everything. But they did not need everything. They could do
better with less, in a different way.”

Knefhausen paused and looked around the room, savoring the
moment. He had them now, he knew. It was just as it had
been with the President himself, three years before. They were
beginning to see the necessity of what had been done, and the
pale, upturned faces were no longer as hostile, only perplexed and
a little afraid.

He went on:

“So that is what Project Alpha-Aleph is about, gentlemen and
ladies. We have selected eight of the most intelligent human beings
we could find—healthy, young, very adventurous. Very creative.
We played on them a nasty trick, to be sure. But we gave them
an opportunity no one has ever had. The opportunity to think.
To think for ten years. To think about basic questions. Out there
they do not have the extra board to distract them. If they want
to know something they cannot run to the library and look it up,
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and find that somebody has said that what they were thinking could
not work. They must think it out for themselves.

“So in order to make this possible we have practiced a deception
on them, and it will cost them their lives. All right, that is tragic,
yes. But if we take their lives we give them in exchange immor-
tality.

“How do we do this? Trickery again, gentlemen and ladies. I
do not say to them, ‘Here, you must discover new basic approaches
to science and tell them to us.” I camouflage the purpose, so that
they will not be distracted even by that. We have told them that
this is recreational, to help them pass the time. This too is a ruse
de guerre. The ‘recreation’ is not to help them make the trip; it
is the whole purpose of the trip.

“So we start them out with the basic tools of science. With num-
bers: that is, with magnitudes and quantification, with all that sci-
entific observations are about. With grammar. This is not what
you learned when you were thirteen years old, it is a technical
term; it means with the calculus of statement and the basic rules
of communication: that is so they can learn to think clearly by
communicating fully and without fuzzy ambiguity. We give them
very little else, only the opportunity to mix these two basic ingredi-
ents and come up with new forms of knowledge.

“What will come of these things? That is a fair question. Un-
fortunately there is no answer. Not yet. If we knew the answer
in advance, we would not have to perform the experiment. So we
do not know what will be the end result of this, but already they
have accomplished very much. Old questions that have puzzled
the wisest of scientists for hundreds of years they have solved al-
ready. I will give you one example. You will say, ‘Yes, but what
does it mean?’ 1 will answer, ‘I do not know’; I only know that
it is so hard a question that no one else has ever been able to
answer it. It is a proof of a thing which is called Goldbach’s Conjec-
ture. Only a conjecture; you could call it a guess. A guess by an
eminent mathematician some many years ago, that every even
number can be written as the sum of two prime numbers. This
is one of those simple problems in mathematics that everyone can
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understand and no one can solve. You can say, ‘Certainly, sixteen
is the sum of eleven and five, both of which are prime numbers,
and thirty is the sum of twenty-three and seven, which also are
both prime, and I can give you such numbers for any even number
you care to name.” Yes, you can; but can you prove that for every
even number it will always be possible to do this? No. You cannot.
No one has been able to, but our friends on the Constitution have
done it, and this was in the first few months. They have yet almost
ten years. I cannot say what they will do in that time, but it is
foolish to imagine that it will be anything less than very much
indeed. A new relativity, a new universal gravitation—I don’t know,
I am only saying words. But much.”

He paused again. No one was making a sound. Even the Presi-
dent was no longer staring straight ahead without expression, but
was looking at him.

“It is not yet too late to spoil the experiment, and so it is neces-
sary for us to keep the secret a bit longer. But there you have it,
gentlemen and ladies. That is the truth about Alpha-Aleph.” He
dreaded what would come next, postponed it for a second by con-
sulting his papers, shrugged, faced them and said: “Now, are there
any questions?”

Oh, yes there were questions. Herr Omnes was stunned a little,
took a moment to overcome the spell of the simple and beautiful
truths he had heard, but then first one piped up, then another,
then two or three shouting at once. There were questions, to be
sure. Questions beyond answering. Questions Knefhausen did not
have time to hear, much less answer, before the next question
was on him. Questions to which he did not know the answers.
Questions, worst of all, to which the answers were like pepper in
the eyes, enraging, blinding the people to sense. But he had to
face them, and he tried to answer them. Even when they shouted
so that, outside the thick double doors, the Marine guards looked
at each other uneasily and wondered what made the dull rumble
that penetrated the very good soundproofing of the room. “What
I want to know, who put you up to this?”” “Mr. Chairman, nobody;
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it is as I have said.” “But see now, Knefhausen, do you mean to
tell us you’re murderin’ these good people for the sake of some
Goldbach’s theory?” “No, Senator, not for Goldbach’s Conjecture,
but for what great advances in science will mean in the struggle to
keep the free world free.” “You’re confessing you’ve dragged the
United States into a palpable fraud?” “A legitimate ruse of war,
Mr. Secretary, because there was no other way.” “The photo-
graphs, Knefhausen?” “Faked, General, as I have told you. I ac-
cept full responsibility.” And on and on, the words “murder” and
“fraud” and even “treason” coming faster and faster.

Until at last the President stood up and raised his hand. Order
was a long time coming, but at last they quieted down.

“Whether we like it or not, we’re in it,” he said simply. “There
is nothing else to say. You have come to me, many of you, with
rumors and asked for the truth. Now you have the truth, and it is
classified Top Secret and must not be divulged. You all know
what this means. I will only add that I personally propose to see
that any breach of this security is investigated with all the resources
of the government, and punished with the full penalty of the law.
I declare this a matter of national emergency, and remind you that
the penalty includes the death sentence when appropriate—and I
say that in this case it is appropriate.” He looked very much older
than his years, and he moved his lips as though something tasted
bad in his mouth. He allowed no further discussion, and dismissed
the meeting.

Half an hour later, in his private office, it was just Knefhausen
and the President.

“All right,” said the President, “it’s all hit the fan. The next
thing is: The world will know it. I can postpone that a few weeks,
maybe even months. I can’t prevent it.”

“I am grateful to you, Mr. President, for—"

“Shut up, Knefhausen. I don’t want any speeches. There is one
thing I want from you, and that is an explanation. What the hell
is this about mixing up narcotics and free love and so on?”

“Ah,” said Knefhausen, “you refer to the most recent com-
munication from the Constitution. Yes. I have already dispatched,
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Mr. President, a strongly worded order. Because of the communi-
cations lag it will not be received for some months, but I assure
you the matter will be corrected.”

The President said bitterly, “I don’t want any assurances, either.
Do you watch television? I don’t mean I Love Lucy and the ball
games; I mean news. Do you know what sort of shape this country
is in? The bonus marches in 1932, the race riots in 1967—they
were nothing. Time was when we could call out the National
Guard to put down disorder. Last week I had to call out the Army
to use against three companies of the Guard. One more scandal
and we’re finished, Knefhausen, and this is a big one.”

“The purposes are beyond reproach—"

“Your purposes may be. Mine may be, or I try to tell myself it
is for the good of science I did this, and not so I will be in the his-
tory books as the president who contributed a major breakthrough.
But what are the purposes of your friends on the Constitution?
I agreed to eight martyrs, Knefhausen. I didn’t agree to forty bil-
lion dollars out of the nation’s pockets to give your eight young
friends ten years of gang-bangs and dope.”

“Mr. President, I assure you this is only a temporary phase. I
have instructed them to straighten out.”

“And if they don’t, what are you going to do about it?” The
President, who never smoked, stripped a cigar, bit off the end and
lit it. He said, “It’s too late for me to say I shouldn’t have let you
talk me into this. So all I will say is you have to show results from
this flim-flam before the lid blows off, or I won’t be President any-
more, and I doubt that you will be alive.”

CoNSTITUTION Four

This is Shef again and it’s, oh, let me see, about Day 250. 300?
No, I don’t think so. Look, I'm sorry about the ship date, but I
honestly don’t think much in those terms anymore. I've been think-
ing about other things. Also I'm a little upset. When I tossed the
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ruble the hexagram was K’an, which is danger, over Li, the Sun.
That’s a bad mood to be communicating with you in. We aren’t
vengeful types, but the fact is that some of us were pretty sore
when we found out what you’d done. I don’t think you need to
worry, but T wish I'd got a better hexagram.

Let me tell you the good parts first. Our velocity is pushing
point four oh C now. The scenery is beginning to get interesting.
For several weeks now the stars fore and aft have been drifting out
of sight as the ones in front get up into the ultraviolet and the ones
behind sink into the infrared. You’d think that as the spectrum
shifts the other parts of the EMF bands would come into the vis-
ible range. I guess they do, but the stars peak in certain frequen-
cies, and most of them seem to do it in the visible frequencies, so
the effect is that they disappear. The first thing was that there was
a sort of round black spot ahead of us where we couldn’t see any-
thing at all, not Alpha Centauri, not Beta Centauri, not even the
bright Circini stars. Then we lost the Sun behind us, and a little
later we saw the blackout spread to a growing circle of stars there.
Then the circles began to widen.

Of course, we know that the stars are really there. We can de-
tect them with phase-shift equipment, just as we can transmit and
receive your message by shifting the frequencies. But we just can’t
see them anymore. The ones in direct line of flight, where we have
a vector velocity of .34c or .37c (depending on whether they are
in front of us or behind us) simply aren’t radiating in the visible
band anymore. The ones farther out to the side have been dis-
placed visually because of the relativistic effects of our speed. But
what it looks like is that we’re running the hell out of Nothing, in
the direction of Nothing, and it is frankly a little scary.

Even the stars off to one side are showing relativistic color
shifts. It’s almost like a rainbow, one of those full-circle rainbows
that you see on the clouds beneath you from an airplane some-
times. Only this circle is all around us. Nearest the black hole in
front the stars have frequency-shifted to a dull reddish color. They
go through orange and yellow and a sort of leaf green to the band
nearest the black hole in back, which are bright blue shading to
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purple. Jim Barstow has been practicing his farsight on them, and
he can relate them to the actual sky map. But I can’t. He sees some-
thing in the black hole in front of us that I can’t see, either. He
says he thinks it’s a bright radio source, probably Centaurus A,
and he claims it is radiating strongly in the whole visible band now.
He means strongly for him, with his eyes. I'm not sure I can see
it at all. There may be a sort of very faint, diffuse glow there, like
the gegenschein, but I’'m not sure. Neither is anyone ¢lse.

But the starbow itself is beautiful. It’s worth the trip. Flo has
been learning oil painting so she can make a picture of it to send
you for your wall, although when she found out what you’d been
up to she got so sore she was thinking of booby-trapping it with a
fusion bomb or something. (But she’s over that now, I think.)

So we’re not so mad at you anymore, although there was a time
when, if I'd been communicating with you at exactly that moment,
I would have said some bad things.

. . . I just played this back, and it sounds pretty jumbled and
confused. I'm sorry about that. It’s hard for me to do this. I don’t
mean hard like intellectually difficult (the way chess problems and
tensor analysis used to be), but hard like shoveling sand with a
teaspoon. I’'m just not used to constricting my thoughts in this
straitjacket anymore. I tried to get one of the others to communi-
cate this time instead of me, but there were no takers. I did get a
lot of free advice. Dot says I shouldn’t waste my time remembering
how we used to talk. She wanted to write an eidetic account in
simplified notation for you, which she estimated a crash program
could translate for you in reasonable time, a decade or two, and
would give you an absolutely full account of everything. I objected
that that involved practical difficulties. Not in preparing the ac-
count, I don’t mean. Shucks, we can all do that now. I don’t forget
anything, except irrelevant things like the standard-reckoning day
that I don’t want to remember in the first place, and neither does
anyone else. But the length of transmission would be too much.
We don’t have the power to transmit the necessary number of
groups, especially since the accident. Dot said we could Gddelize
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it. I said you were too dumb to de-Gddelize it. She said it would be
good practice for you.

Well, she’s right about that, and it’s time you all learned how to
communicate in a sensible way, so if the power holds out I'll in-
clude Dot’s eidetic account at the end. In Godelized form. Lots of
luck. I won’t honestly be surprised if you miss a digit or some-
thing and it all turns into Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm or some
missing books of apocrypha or, more likely of course, gibberish.
Ski says it won’t do you any good in any case, because Henle was
right. T pass that on without comment.

Sex. You always want to hear about sex. It’s great. Now that
we don’t have to fool with the pills anymore we’ve been having
some marvelous times. Flo and Jim Barstow began making it as
part of a multiplexed communications system that you have to see
to believe. Sometimes when they’re going to do it we all knock off
and just sit around and watch them, cracking jokes and singing
and helping with the auxiliary computations. When we had that
little bit of minor surgery the other day (now we’ve got the bones
seasoning), Ann and Ski decided to ball instead of using anes-
thesia, and they said it was better than acupuncture. It didn’t block
the sensation. They were aware of their little toes being lopped off,
but they didn’t perceive it as pain. So then Jim, when it was his
turn, tried going through the amputation without anything at all
in the expectation that he and Flo would go to bed together a little
later, and that worked well too. He was all het up about it; claimed
it showed a reverse causality that his theories predicted but that
had not been demonstrated before. Said at last he was over the
cause-preceding-the-effect hangup. It’s like the Red Queen and
the White Queen, and quite puzzling until you get the hang of it.
(I'm not sure I’ve gotten the hang of it yet.) Suppose he hadn’t
balled Flo? Would his toe have hurt retroactively? I'm a little
mixed up on this, Dot says because I simply don’t understand
phenomenology in general, and I think I’ll have to take Ann’s ad-
vice and work my way through Carnap, although the linguistics
are so poor that it’s hard to stay with it. Come to think of it, I
don’t have to. It’s all in the G6delized eidetic statement, after all.
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So I'll transmit the statement to you, and while I’'m doing that it
will be a sort of review for me and maybe I'll get my head right on
causality.

Listen, let me give you a tip. The statement will also include
Ski’s trick of containing plasma for up to 500K milliseconds, so
when you figure it out you’ll know how to build those fusion power
reactors you were talking about when we left. That’s the carrot
before your nose, so get busy on de-Gdodelizing. The plasma dodge
works fine, although of course we were sorry about what happened
when we converted the drive. The explosion killed Will Becklund
outright, and it looked hairy for all of us.

Well, anyway. I have to cut this short because the power’s run-
ning a little low and I don’t want to chance messing up the state-
ment. It follows herewith:

K97 3u080t 33 1Etae 1 72008 Sie STty 30006 D B8 take anvay 8,

Lots of luck, fellows!

WASHINGTON FouURr

Knefhausen lifted his head from the litter of papers on his desk.
He rubbed his eyes, sighing. He had given up smoking the same
time as the President, but, like the President, he was thinking of
taking it up again. It could kill you, yes. But it was a tension-
reducer, and he needed that. And what was wrong with something
killing you? There were worse things than being killed, he thought
dismally.

Looking at it any way you could, he thought objectively, the
past two or three years had been hard on him. They had started
so well and had gone so bad. Not as bad as those distant mem-
ories of childhood when everybody was so poor and Berlin was so
cold and what warm clothes he had came from the Winterhilfe.
By no means as hard as the end of the war. Nothing like as bad as
those first years in South America and then in the Middle East,
when even the lucky and famous ones, the Von Brauns and the
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Ehrickes, were having trouble getting what was due them and a
young calf like Knefhausen had to peel potatoes and run elevators
to live. But harder and worse than a man at the summit of his
career had any reason to expect.

The Alpha-Aleph project, fundamentally, was sound! He ground
his teeth, thinking about it. It would work—no, by God, it was
working, and it would make the world a different place. Future
generations would see.

But the future generations were not here yet, and in the present
things were going badly.

Reminded, he picked up the phone and buzzed his secretary.
“Have you got through to the President yet?” he demanded.

“I’'m sorry, Dr. Knefhausen. I've tried every ten minutes, just as
you said.”

“Ah,” he grunted. “No, wait. Let me see. What calls are there?”

Rustle of paper. “The news services, of course, asking about
the rumors again. Jack Anderson’s office. The man from CBS.”

“No, no. I will not talk to press. Anyone else?”

“Senator Copley called, asking when you were going to answer
the list of questions his committee sent you.”

“I will give him an answer. I will give him the answer Gétz von
Berlichingen gave to the Bishop of Bamberg.”

“Pm sorry, Dr. Knefhausen, I didn’t quite catch—"

“No matter. Anything else?”

“Just a long-distance call, from a Mr. Hauptmann. I have his
number.”

“Hauptmann?” The name was puzzlingly familiar. After a mo-
ment Knefhausen placed it: to be sure, the photo technician who
had cooperated in the faked pictures from Briareus Twelve. Well,
he had his orders to stay out of sight and shut up. “No, that’s not
important. None of them are, and I do not wish to be disturbed
with such nonsense. Continue as you were, Mrs. Ambrose. If the
President is reached you are to put me on at once, but no other
calls.”

He hung up and returned to his desk.
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He looked sadly and fondly at the papers. He had them all out:
the reports from the Constitution, his own drafts of interpretation
and comment, and more than a hundred footnoted items compiled
by his staff, to help untangle the meanings and implications of
those, ah, so cryptic sometimes reports from space:

“Henle. Apparently refers to Paul Henle (note appended);
probably the citation intended is his statement, ‘There are
certain symbolisms in which certain things cannot be said.’
Conjecture that English language is one of those symbolisms.”

“Orange sherbet sundae. A classified experimental study
was made of the material in Document Ref. No. CON-130,
Para. 4. Chemical analysis and experimental testing have indi-
cated that the recommended mixture of pharmaceuticals and
other ingredients produce a hallucinogen-related substance of
considerable strength and not wholly known qualities. 100
subjects ingested the product or a placebo in a double-blind
controlled test. Subjects receiving the actual substance report
reactions significantly different from the placebo. Effects re-
ported include feelings of immense competence and deep-
ened understanding. However, data is entirely subjective.
Attempts were made to verify claims by standard 1.Q., ma-
nipulative, and other tests, but the subjects did not cooperate
well, and several have since absented themselves without
leave from the testing establishment.”

“Godelized language. A system of encoding any message
of any kind as a single very large number. The message is
first written out in clear language and then encoded as bases
and exponents. Each letter of the message is represented in
order by the natural order of primes—that is, the first letter
is represented by the base 2, the second by the base 3, the
third by the base 5, then 7, 11, 13, 17, etc. The identity of
the letter occupying that position in the message is given by
the exponent: simply, the exponent 1 meaning that the letter
in that position is an A, the exponent 2 meaning that it is a
B, 3 a C, etc. The message as a whole is then rendered as the
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product of all the bases and exponents. Example. The word
“cab” can thus be represented as 2% x 3! x 5%, or 600.
(=8x3x25.) The name ‘Abe’ would be represented by the
number 56,250, or 2! x 32 x 55 (=2x9x3125.) A sentence
like ‘John lives,” would be represented by the product of the
tollowing Sternisg 2Ll b3 LE i N5 R N7 S N1 08 13125 x N1 7 9
x 1922 x 235 x 291% x 3127 (in which the exponent ‘0’ has
been reserved for a space and the exponent 27” has been
arbitrarily assigned to indicate a full stop). As can be scen,
the Godelized form for even a short message involves a very
large number, although such numbers may be transmitted
quite compactly in the form of a sum of bases and exponents.
The example transmitted by the Constitution is estimated to
equal the contents of a standard unabridged dictionary.”

“Farsight. The subject James Madison Barstow is known
to have suffered from some nearsightedness in his early school
years, apparently brought on by excessive reading, which he
attempted to cure through eye exercises similar to the ‘Bates
method’ (note appended). His vision at time of testing for
Alpha-Aleph project was optimal. Interviews with former as-
sociates indicate his continuing interest in increasing visual
acuity. Alternate explanation. There is some indication that
he was also interested in paranormal phenomena such as
clairvoyance or prevision, and it is possible, though at present
deemed unlikely, that his use of the term refers to ‘looking
ahead’ in time.”

And so on, and on.

Knefhausen gazed at the litter of papers lovingly and hopelessly,
and passed his hand over his forehead. The kids! They were so
marvelous . . . but so unruly . . . and so hard to understand.
How unruly of them to have concealed their true accomplishments.
The secret of hydrogen fusion! That alone would justify, more
than justify, the entire project. But where was it? Locked in that
number-jumber gibberish. Knefhausen was not without apprecia-
tion of the elegance of the method. He, too, was capable of taking
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seriously a device of such luminous simplicity. Once the number
was written out you had only to start by dividing it by two as many
times as possible, and the number of times would give you the
first letter. Then divide by the next prime, three, and that number
of times would give you the second letter. But the practical diffi-
culties! You could not get even the first letter until you had the
whole number, and IBM had refused even to bid on constructing a
bank of computers to write that number out unless the develop-
ment time was stretched to twenty-five years. Twenty-five years.
And meanwhile in that number was hidden probably the secret
of hydrogen fusion, possibly many greater secrets, most certainly
the key to Knefhausen’s own well-being over the next few
weeks, L

His phone rang.

He grabbed it and shouted into it at once: “Yes, Mr. President!”

He had been too quick. It was only his secretary. Her voice was
shaking but determined.

“It’s not the President, Dr. Knefhausen, but Senator Copley
is on the wire and he says it is urgent. He says—"

“No!” shouted Knefhausen and banged down the phone. He
regretted it even as he was doing it. Copley was very high, chair-
man of the Armed Forces Committee; he was not a man Knef-
hausen wished to have as an enemy, and he had been very careful
to make him a friend over years of patient fence-building. But he
could not speak to him, or to anyone, while the President was not
answering his calls. Copley’s rank was high, but he was not in the
direct hierarchical line over Knefhausen. When the top of that
line refused to talk to him, Knefhausen was cut off from the world.

He attempted to calm himself by examining the situation ob-
jectively. The pressures on the President just now: They were
enormous. There was the continuing trouble in the cities, all the
cities. There were the political conventions coming up. There was
the need to get elected for a third term, and the need to get the law
amended to make that possible. And yes, Knefhausen admitted to
himself, the worst pressure of all was the rumors that were floating
around about the Constitution. He had warned the President. It
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was unfortunate the President had not listened. He had said that a
secret known to two people is compromised and a secret known
to more than two is not secret. But the President had insisted on
the disclosure to that ever-widening circle of high officials—sworn,
of course to secrecy, but what good was that?—and, of course, in
spite of everything, there had been leaks. Fewer than one might
have feared. More than one could stand.

He touched the reports from Constitution caressingly. Those
beautiful kids, they could still make everything right, so won-
derful. . . .

Because it was he who had made them wonderful, he confessed
to himself. He bad invented the idea. He had selected them. He
had done things which he did not quite even yet reconcile himself
to, to make sure that it was they and not some others who were
on the crew. He had, above all, made assurance doubly sure by
insuring their loyalty in every way possible. Training. Discipline.
Ties of affection and friendship. More reliable ties: loading their
food supplies, their entertainment tapes, their programmed activi-
ties with every sort of advertising inducement, M/R compulsion,
psychological reinforcement he could invent or find, so that what-
ever else they did they did not fail to report faithfully back to Earth.
Whatever else happened, there was that. The data might be hard
to untangle, but it would be there. They could not help themselves;
his commandments were stronger than God’s; like Martin Luther,
they must say Ich kann night anders, and come Pope or inquisi-
tion, they must stand by it. They would learn, and tell what they
learned, and thus the investment would be repaid. . . .

The telephone!

He was talking before he had it even to his mouth. “Yes, yes!
This is Dr. Knefhausen, yes!” he gabbled. Surely it must be the
President now—

It was not.

“Knefhausen!” shouted the man on the other end. “Now, listen,
I'll tell you what I told that bitch pig girl of yours, if I don’t talk
to you on the phone right now I'll have Fourth Armored in there
to arrest you and bring you to me in twenty minutes. So listen!”



118 FREDERIK POHL

Knefhausen recognized both voice and style. He drew a deep
voice and forced himself to be calm. “Very well, Senator Copley,”
he said, “what is it?”

“The game is blown, boy! That’s what it is. That boy of yours
in Huntsville, what’s his name, the photo technician—"

“Hauptmann?”

“That’s him! Would you like to know where he is, you dumb
Kraut bastard?”

“Why, I suppose—I should think in Huntsville—"

“Wrong, boy! Your Kraut bastard friend claimed he didn’t feel
good and took some accrued sick time. Intelligence kept an eye
on him up to a point, didn’t stop him, wanted to see what he’d do.
Well, they saw. They saw him leaving Orly Airport an hour ago
in an Aeroflot plane. Put your big Kraut brain to work on that one,
Knefhausen! He’s defected. Now start figuring out what you’re
going to do about it, and it better be good.”

Knefhausen said something, he did not know what, and hung
up the phone, he did not remember when. He stared glassily into
space for a time.

Then he flicked the switch for his secretary and said, not listen-
ing to her stammering apologies, “That long-distance call that came
from Hauptmann before, Mrs. Ambrose. You didn’t say where
it was from.”

“It was an overseas call, Dr. Knefhausen. From Paris. You
didn’t give me a chance to—"

“Yes, yes. I understand. Thank you. Never mind.” He hung up
and sat back. He felt almost relieved. If Hauptmann had gone to
Russia it could only be to tell them that the picture was faked and
not only was there no planet for the astronauts to land on but it
was not a mistake, even, actually a total fraud. So now it was all
out of his hands. History would judge him now. The die was cast.
The Rubicon was crossed.

So many literary allusions, he thought deprecatingly. Actually
it was not the judgment of history that was immediately important
but the judgment of certain real people now alive and likely to
respond badly. And they would judge him not so much by what



THE GOLD AT THE STARBOW'S END jie

might be or what should have been, as by what was. He shivered
in the cold of that judgment and reached for the telephone to try
once more to call the President. But he was quite sure the President
would not answer, then or ever again.

CONSTITUTION FIVE

Old reliable peed-off Shef here. Look, we got your message.
I don’t want to discuss it. You've got a nerve. You're in a bad
mood, aren’t you? If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say any-
thing at all. We do the best we can, and that’s not bad, and if we
don’t do exactly what you want us to, maybe it’s because we know
quite a lot more than you did when you fired us off at that blob of
moonshine you call Alpha-Aleph. Well, thanks a lot for nothing.

On the other hand, thanks a little for what little you did do,
which at least worked out to get us where we are, and I don’t mean
spatially. So I’m not going to yell at you. I just don’t want to talk
to you at all. I'll et the others talk for themselves.

Dot Letski speaking. This is important. Pass it on. I have three
things to tell you that I do not want you to forget. One: Most prob-
lems have grammatical solutions. The problem of transporting peo-
ple from the Earth to another planet does not get solved by putting
pieces of steel together one at a time at random, and happening
to find out you’ve built the Constitution by accident. It gets solved
by constructing a model (=equation (=grammar)) which de-
scribes the necessary circumstances under which the transportation
occurs. Once you have the grammatical model, you just put the
metal around it and it goes like gangbusters.

When you have understood this you will be ready for: Two:
There is no such thing as causality. What a waste of time it has
been, trying to assign “causes” to “events”! You say things like,
“Striking a match causes it to burn.” True statement? No, false
statement. You find yourself in a whole waffle about whether the
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“act” of “striking” is “necessary” and/or “sufficient” and you get
lost in words. Pragmatically useful grammars are without tenses.
In a decent grammar (which this English-language one, of course,
is not, but I'll do the best I can) you can make a statement like
“There exists a conjunction of forms of matter (specified) which
combine with the release of energy at a certain temperature (speci-
fied) (which may be the temperature associated with heat of fric-
tion).” Where’s the causality? “Cause” and ‘“effect” are in the
same timeless statement. So, Three: There are no such thing as
empirical laws. When Ski came to understand that, he was able to
contain the plasma in our jet indefinitely, not by pushing particles
around in brute-force magnetic squeezes but by encouraging them
to want to stay together. There are other ways of saying what he
does (=“creates an environment in which centripetal exceed cen-
trifugal forces”), but the way I said it is better because it tells
something about your characters. Bullies, all of you. Why can’t
you be nice to things if you want them to be nice to you? Be sure
to pass this on to T’in Fa at Tiantsin, Professor Morris at All Soul’s,
and whoever holds the Carnap chair at UCLA.

Flo’s turn. My mother would have loved my garden. I have
drumsticks and daffodils growing side by side in the sludgy sand.
They do so please us, and we them: I will probably transmit a full
horticultural handbook at a future date, but meanwhile it is shame-
ful to eat a radish. Carrots, on the other hand, enjoy it.

A statement of William Becklund, deceased. 1 emerged into
the world between feces and urine, learned, grew, ate, worked,
moved and died. Alternatively, I emerged from the hydrogen flare,
shrank, disgorged, and reentered the womb one misses so. You
may approach it from either end; it makes no difference at all
which way you look at it.

Observational datum, Letski. At time ¢, a Dirac number incom-
mensurable with GMT, the following phenomenon is observed:
The radio source Centaurus A is identified as a positionally



THE GOLD AT THE STARBOW'S END 121

stable single collective object rather than two intersecting gas
clouds and is observed to contract radially toward a center. Analy-
sis and observation reveal it to be a Black Hole of which the fine
detail is not detectable as yet. One infers all galaxies develop such
central vortices, with implications of interest to astronomers and
eschatologists. I, Seymour Letski, propose to take a closer look
but the others prefer to continue programmed flight first. Harvard-
Smithsonian notification service, please copy.

“Starbow,” a preliminary study for a rendering into English of
a poem by James Barstow:

Gaggle of goslings but pick of our race

We waddle through relativistic space.

Dilated, discounted, despondent we scan:

But vacant the Sign of the Horse and the Man.
Vacant the Sign of the Man and the Horse,
And now we conjecture the goal of our course.
Tricked, trapped and cozened, we ruefully run
After the child of the bachelor sun.

The trick is revealed and the trap is confessed
And we are the butts of the dimwitted jest.

O Gander who made us, O Goose who laid us,
How lewdly and twistedly you betrayed us!

We owe you a debt. We won’t forget.

With fortune and firmness we’ll pay you yet.
Give us some luck and we’ll timely send

Your pot of gold from the starbow’s end.

Ann Becklund.

I think it was Stanley Weinbaum who said that from three facts
a truly superior mind should be able to deduce the whole universe
(Ski thinks it is possible with a finite number, but considerably
larger than that). We are so very far from being truly superior
minds by those standards, or even by our own. Yet we have a
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much larger number of facts to work with than three, or even three
thousand, and so we have deduced a good deal.

This is not as valuable to you as you might have hoped, dear
old bastardly Kneffie and all you bastardly others, because one of
the things that we have deduced is that we can’t tell you everything,
because you wouldn’t understand. We would help you along, some
of you, if you were here, and in time you would be able to do what
we do easily enough, but not at remote control.

But all is not lost, folks! Cheer up! You don’t deduce like we
deduce, but on the other hand you have so very much more to
work from. Try. Get smart. You can do it if you want to. Set your
person at rest, compose your mind before you speak, make your
relations firm before you ask for something. Try not to be loath-
some about it. Don’t be like the fellow in the Changes. “He brings
increase to no one. Indeed, someone even strikes him.”

We’ve all grown our toes back now, even Will, although it was
particularly difficult for him since he had been killed, and we’ve
inscribed the bones and used them with very good effect in gen-
erating the hexagrams. I hope you see the point of what we did.
We could have gone on with tossing coins or throwing the yarrow
stalks, or at least with the closest Flo could breed to yarrow stalks.
We didn’t want to do that because it’s not the optimum way.

The person who doesn’t keep his heart constantly steady might
say, “Well, what’s the difference?” That’s a poor sort of question
to ask. It implies a deterministic answer. A better question to that
is, “Does it make a difference?”’ and the answer to that is, “Yes,
probably, because in order to do something right you must do it
right.” That is the law of identity, in any language.

Another question you might ask is, “Well, what source of knowl-
edge are you actually tapping when you consult the hexagrams?”
That’s a better kind of question in that it doesn’t force a wrong
answer, but the answer is, again, indeterminate. You might view
the I Ching as a sort of Rorschach bundle of squiggles that has
no innate meaning but is useful because your own mind interprets
it and puts sense into it. Feel free! You might think of it as a sort
of memory bank of encoded lore. Why not? You might skip it en-
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tirely and come to knowledge in some other tao, any tao you like.
(“The superior man understands the transitory in the light of the
eternity of the end.”) That’s fine, too!

But whatever way you do it, you should do it that way. We
needed inscribed bones to generate hexagrams, because that was
the right way, and so it was no particular sacrifice to lop off a toe
each for the purpose. It’s working out nicely, except for one thing.
The big hangup now is that the translations are so degraded, Chi-
nese to German, German to English, and error seeping in at every
step, but we’re working on that now.

Perhaps I will tell you more at another time. Not now. Not very
soon. Eve will tell you about that.

Eve Barstow, the Dummy, comes last and, 'm afraid, least.

When I was a little girl I used to play chess, badly, with very
good players, and that’s the story of my life. I'm a chronic over-
achiever. I can’t stand people who aren’t smarter and better than
I am, but the result is that I'm the runt of the litter every time.
They are all very nice to me here, even Jim, but they know what
the score is and so do L.

So I keep busy and applaud what I can’t do. It isn’t a bad life.
I have everything I need, except pride.

Let me tell you what a typical day is like here between Sol and
Centaurus. We wake up (if we have been sleeping, which some
of us still do) and eat (if we are still eating, as all but Ski and, of
course, Will Becklund do). The food is delicious and Florence
has induced it to grow cooked and seasoned where that is desirable,
so it’s no trouble to go over and pick yourself a nice poached egg
or clutch of French fries. (I really prefer brioche in the mornings,
but for sentimental reasons she can’t manage them.) Sometimes
we ball a little or sing old campfire songs. Ski comes down for that,
but not for long, and then he goes back to looking at the universe.
The starbow is magnificent and appalling. It is now a band about
40° across, completely surrounding us with colored light. One
can always look in the other frequencies and see ghost stars be-
fore us and behind us, but in the birthright bands the view of the
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front and rear is now dead black and the only light is that beautiful
banded ring of powdery stars.

Sometimes we write plays or have a little music. Shef had de-
duced four lost Bach piano concerti, very reminiscent of Corelli
and Vivaldi, with everything going at once in the tuttis, and we’ve
all adapted them for performance. I did mine on the Moog, but
Ann and Shef synthesized whole orchestras. Shef’s is particularly
cute. You can tell that the flautist has early emphysema and two
people in the violin section have been drinking, and he’s got Tos-
canini conducting like a risorgimento metronome. Flo’s oldest
daughter made up words and now she sings a sort of nursery-
rhyme adaptation of some Buxtehude chorales; oh, I didn’t tell
you about the kids. We have eleven of them now. Ann, Dot and
I have one apiece, and Florence has eight. (But they’re going to
let me have quadruplets next week.) They let me take care of them
pretty much for the first few weeks, while they’re little, and they’re
so darling.

So mostly I spend my time taking care of the kids and working
out tensor equations that Ski kindly gives me to do for him, and,
I must confess it, feeling a little lonely. I would like to watch a TV
quiz show over a cup of coffee with a friend! They let me do over
the interior of our mobile home now and then. The other day I
redid it in Pittsburgh suburban as a joke. Would you believe French
windows in interstellar space? We never open them, of course, but
they look real pretty with the chintz curtains and lace tiebacks.
And we've added several new rooms for the children and their
pets (Flo grew them the cutest little bunnies in the hydroponics
plot).

Well, I've enjoyed this chance to gossip, so will sign off now.
There is one thing I have to mention. The others have decided
we don’t want to get any more messages from you. They don’t like
the way you try to work on our subconsciouses and all (not that
you succeed, of course, but you can see that it’s still a little annoy-
ing), and so in future the dial will be set at six-six-oh, all right,
but the switch will be in the “off” position. It wasn’t my idea, but
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I was glad to go along. I would like some slightly less demanding
company from time to time, although not, of course, yours.

WASHINGTON FIvE

Once upon a time the building that was now known as DoD
Temp Restraining Quarters 7—you might as well call it with the
right word, “jail,” Knefhausen thought—had been a luxury hotel
in the Hilton chain. The maximum security cells were in the under-
ground levels, in what had been meeting rooms. There were no
doors or windows to the outside. If you did get out of your own
cell you had a flight of stairs to get up before you were at ground
level, and then the guards to break through to get to the open. And
then, even if there happened not to be an active siege going on at
the moment, you took your chances with the roaming addicts and
activists outside.

Knefhausen did not concern himself with these matters. He did
not think of escape, or at least didn’t after the first few panicky
moments, when he realized he was under arrest. He stopped de-
manding to see the President after the first few days. There was no
point in appealing to the White House for help when it was the
White House that had put him here. He was still sure that if only
he could talk to the President privately for a few moments he could
clear everything up. But as a realist he had faced the fact that the
President would never talk to him privately again.

So he counted his blessings.

First, it was comfortable here. The bed was good, the rooms
were warm. The food still came from the banquet kitchens of the
hotel, and it was remarkably good for jailhouse fare.

Second, the kids were still in space and still doing some things,
great things, even if they did not report what. His vindication was
still a prospect.

Third, the jailers let him have newspapers and writing materials,
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although they would not bring him his books or give him a televi-
sion set.

He missed the books, but nothing else. He didn’t need TV to
tell him what was going on outside. He didn’t even need the news-
papers, ragged, thin and censored as they were. He could hear
for himself. Every day there was the rattle of small-arms fire,
mostly far-off and sporadic, but once or twice sustained and heavy
and almost overhead, Brownings against AK-47s, it sounded like,
and now and then the slap and smash of grenade launchers. Some-
times he heard sirens hooting through the streets, punctuated by
clanging bells, and wondered that there was still a civilian fire de-
partment left to bother. (Or was it still civilian?) Sometimes he
heard the grinding of heavy motors that had to be tanks. The news-
papers did little to fill in the details, but Knefhausen was good
at reading between the lines. The Administration was holed up
somewhere—Key Biscayne or Camp David or Southern California,
no one was saying where. The cities were all in red revolt. Herr
Omnes had taken over.

For these disasters Knefhausen felt unjustly blamed. He com-
posed endless letters to the President, pointing out that the serious
troubles of the Administration had nothing to do with Alpha-
Aleph; the cities had been in revolt for most of a generation, the
dollar had become a laughingstock since the Indochinese wars.
Some he destroyed, some he could get no one to take from him,
a few he managed to dispatch—and got no answers.

Once or twice a week a man from the Justice Department came
to ask him the same thousand pointless questions once again. They
were trying to build up a dossier to prove it was all his fault,
Knefhausen suspected. Well, let them. He would defend himself
when the time came. Or history would defend him. The record
was clear. With respect to moral issues, perhaps, not so clear, he
conceded. No matter. One could not speak of moral questions in
an area so vital to the search for knowledge as this. The dispatches
from the Constitution had already produced so much!—although,
admittedly, some of the most significant parts were hard to under-
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stand. The Godel message had not been unscrambled, and the hints
of its contents remained only hints.

Sometimes he dozed and dreamed of projecting himself to the
Constitution. It had been a year since the last message. He tried
to imagine what they had been doing. They would be well past
the midpoint now, decelerating. The starbow would be broadening
and diffusing every day. The circles of blackness before and behind
them would be shrinking. Soon they would see Alpha Centauri
as no man had ever seen it. To be sure, they would then see that
there was no planet called Aleph circling the primary, but they
had guessed that somehow long since. Brave, wonderful kids! Even
so they had gone on. This foolishness with drugs and sex, what
of it? One opposed such goings-on in the common run of humanity,
but it had always been so that those who excelled and stood out
from the herd could make their own rules. As a child he had
learned that the plump, proud air leader sniffed cocaine, that the
great warriors took their sexual pleasure sometimes with each
other. An intelligent man did not concern himself with such ques-
tions, which was one more indication that the man from the Justice
Department, with his constant hinting and prying into Knefhausen’s
own background, was not really very intelligent.

The good thing about the man from the Justice Department was
that one could sometimes deduce things from his questions, and
rarely—oh, very rarely—he would sometimes answer a question him-
self. “Has there been a message from the Constitution?” “No, of
course not, Dr. Knefhausen; now, tell me again, who suggested
this fraudulent scheme to you in the first place?”

Those were the highlights of his days, but mostly the days just
passed unmarked.

He did not even scratch them off on the wall of his cell, like
the prisoner in the Chateau d’If. It would have been a pity to
mar the hardwood paneling. Also, he had other clocks and cal-
endars. There was the ticking of the arriving meals, the turning
of the seasons as the man from the Justice Department paid his
visits. Each of these was like a holiday—a holy day, not joyous
but solemn. First there would be a visit from the captain of the
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guards, with two armed soldiers standing in the door. They would
search his person and his cell on the chance that he had been
able to smuggle in a—a what? A nuclear bomb, maybe. Or a pound
of pepper to throw in the Justice man’s eyes. They would find noth-
ing, because there was nothing to find. And then they would go
away, and for a long time there would be nothing. Not even a meal,
even if a meal time happened to be due. Nothing at all, until an
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