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INTRODUCTION

THERE ARE 50 MANY “best-of-the-year” science fiction anthologies
published these days that sometimes we think it must take a
scorecard to tell one from another.

It would be presumptuous for us to attempt to describe the
competition, but in the interests of letting you know what sort of
book you're holding in your hand perhaps we might provide a
few words about the WORLD’S BEST SCIENCE FICTION
series.

There are just three criteria by which we choose our stories:

First and foremost, this is an anthology of science fiction
stories. We don’t choose fantasy stories, experimental fiction (as
such), hyperbolic essays, simple allegories or poems for this book.
We say science fiction on the cover and we believe, both as a
matter of simple honesty and of sound business practice, that
we should deliver what we advertise.

Second, when we call these stories the best of the past year,
we don't ring in stories by, say, Alfred Jarry or James Thurber
that were originally published in 1930 or 1940, no matter how
fine those stories may have been. It’s our feeling that people
don’t buy a best-of-the-year anthology to read their old favorites.
The stories in this book were all first published in magazines or
books dated 1968. (Discrepancies between magazine dating sys-
tems and true calendar dates occasionally cause apparent con-
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INTRODUCTION

tradictions of this, as do the vagaries of international copyright
laws, but these are all 1968 originals.)

The third basis on which we pick stories is quality: we make
a conscientious effort to read every science fiction story published
everywhere in the world, and to choose from this variety of
material the very best. On this point you may, of course, argue
with us, since no two people ever agree completely on these
things. For that matter, we often disagree between ourselves as
to the exact list of stories to be used, with the result that each
year the final contents page is something of a compromise be-
tween the tastes of two very serious (i.e., opinionated) editors.

But in this, we suspect, lies a strength. WORLD’S BEST
SCIENCE FICTION is not the product of just one person’s judg-
ment, which might be, or become, rather capricious. On the other
hand, two editors dont constitute a committee, either, so you'll
probably get some feeling of consistency in the choices here. We
hope we strike a balance between extremes.

So, with the ground rules established, we invite you to begin
reading. May you enjoy these nineteen stories as much as we
did-and if you find a couple you don't care for, we hope they’ll
lead you into discussions with friends as interesting as the ones
we have among ourselves when we disagree.

—TrE Eprrors
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STREET
OF DREANS, &t~
FEET 2t

OF CLAY 55

ROBERT SHECKLEY

We hear a lot, these days, about specially planned
cities of the future. They sound great, but we all know
they’ll have their drawbacks too, don’t weP Here Rob-
ert Sheckley, in a story that might have been titled
CARMODY’S COMPLAINT, suggests the nature of
one slightly imperfect future city.

I

Carmopy maD never really planned to leave New York. Why he
did so is inexplicable. A born urbanite, he had grown accustomed
to the minor inconveniences of metropolitan life. His snug apart-
ment on the 2goth floor of Levitfrack Towers on West Ninety-
ninth Street was nicely equipped in the current “Spaceship”
motif. The windows were double-sealed in tinted lifetime plexi-
glas, and the air ducts worked through a blind baffle filtration
system which sealed automatically when the Combined Atmos-
phere Pollution Index reached ggg9.8 on the Con Ed scale. True,
his oxygen-nitrogen air recirculation system was old, but it was
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STREET OF DREAMS, FEET OF CLAY

reliable. His water purification cells were obsolete and ineffec-
tive; but then, nobody drank water anyhow.

Noise was a continual annoyance, unstoppable and inescap-
able. But Carmody knew that there was no cure for this, since
the ancient art of soundproofing had been lost. It was urban
man’s lot to listen, a captive audience, to the arguments, music
and watery gurglings of his adjacent neighbors. Even this torture
could be alleviated, however, by producing similar sounds of
one’s own.

Going to work each day entailed certain dangers; but these
were more apparent than real. Disadvantaged snipers continued
to make their ineffectual protests from rooftops and occasionally
succeeded in potting an unwary out-of-towner. But as a rule,
their aim was abominable. Additionally, the general acceptance
of lightweight personal armor had taken away most of their sting,
and the sternly administered state law forbidding the personal
possession of surplus cannon had rendered them ineffectual.

Thus, no single factor can be adduced for Carmody’s sudden
decision to leave what was generallly considered the world’s
most exciting megapolitan agglomeration. Blame it on a vagrant
impulse, a pastoral fantasy, or on sheer perversity. The simple,
irreducible fact is, one day Carmody opened his copy of the
Daily Times-News and saw an advertisement for a model city
in New Jersey.

“Come live in Bellwether, the city that cares,” the advertise-
ment proclaimed. There followed a list of utopian claims which
need not be reproduced here.

“Huh,” said Carmody, and read on.

Bellwether was within easy commuting distance. One simply
drove through the Ulysses S. Grant Tunnel at 43rd Street, took
the Hoboken Shunt Subroad to the Palisades Interstate Cross-
over, followed that for 3.2 miles on the Blue-Charlie Sorter Loop
that led onto U.S. 5 (The Hague Memorial Tollway), proceeded
along that a distance of 6.1 miles to the Garden State Supplemen-
tary Access Service Road (Provisional), upon which one tended
west to Exit 1731A, which was King’s Highbridge Gate Road, and
then continued along that for a distance of 1.6 miles. And there
you were.

12
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“By jingo,” said Carmody, “T'll do it.”
And he did.

II

King’s Highbridge Gate Road ended on a neatly trimmed
plain. Carmody got out of his car and looked around. Half a mile
ahead of him he saw a small city. A single modest signpost iden-
tified it as Bellwether.

This city was not constructed in the traditional manner of
American cities, with outliers of gas stations, tentacles of hot-dog
stands, fringes of motels and a protective carapace of junkyards;
but rather, as some Italian hill towns are fashioned, it rose
abruptly, without physical preamble, the main body of the
town presenting itself at once and without amelioration.

Carmody found this appealing. He advanced into the city
itself.

Bellwether had a warm and open look. Its streets were laid
out generously, and there was a frankness about the wide bay
windows of its store-fronts. As he penetrated deeper, Carmody
found other delights. Just within the city he entered a piazza,
like a Roman piazza, only smaller; and in the center of the
piazza there was a fountain, and standing in the fountain was
a marble representation of a boy with a dolphin, and from the
dolphin’s mouth a stream of clear water issued.

“I do hope you like it,” a voice said from behind Carmody’s
left shoulder.

“It’s nice,” Carmody said.

“I constructed it and put it there myself,” the voice told him.
“It seemed to me that a fountain, despite the antiquity of
its concept, is esthetically functional. And this piazza, with
its benches and shady chestnut trees, is copied from a Bolognese
model. Again, I did not inhibit myself with the fear of seeming
old-fashioned. The true artist uses what is mnecessary, be it a
thousand years old or one second new.”

“I applaud your sentiment,” Carmody said. “Permit me to
introduce myself. I am Edward Carmody.” He turned, smiling.
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But there was no one behind his left shoulder, or behind his
right shoulder, either. There was no one in the piazza, nobody
at all in sight.

“Forgive me,” the voice said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I
thought you knew.”

“Knew what?” Carmody asked.

“Knew about me.”

“Well, I don't,” Carmody said. “Who are you and where are
you speaking from?”

“I am the voice of the city,” the voice said. “Or to put it another
way, I am the city itself, Bellwether, the actual and veritable city,
speaking to you.”

“Is that a fact?” Carmody said sardonically. “Yes,” he answered
himself, “I suppose it is a fact. So all right, youre a city. Big
deall”

He turned away from the fountain and strolled across the
piazza like a man who conversed with cities every day of his
life, and who was slightly bored with the whole thing. He walked
down various streets and up certain avenues. He glanced into
store windows and noted houses. He paused in front of statuary,
but only briefly.

“Well?” the city of Bellwether asked after a while.

“Well what?” Carmody answered at once.

“What do you think of me?”

“You're okay,” Carmody said.

“Only okay? Is that all?”

“Look,” Carmody said, “a city is a city. When you’ve seen one,
you've pretty much seen them all.”

“That’s untruel” the city said, with some show of pique. “I am
distinctly different from other cities. I am unique.”

“Are you indeed?” Carmody said scornfully. “To me you look
like a conglomeration of badly assembled parts. You've got an
Ttalian piazza, a couple of Greek-type buildings, a row of Tudor
houses, an old-style New York tenement, a California hot-dog
stand shaped like a tugboat and God knows what else. What'’s so
unique about that?”

“The combination of those forms into a meaningful entity is
unique,” the city said. “These older forms are not anachronisms,
you understand. They are representative styles of living, and as
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such are appropriate in a well wrought machine for living.
Would you care for some coffee and perhaps a sandwich or some
fresh fruit?”

“Coffee sounds good,” Carmody said. He allowed Bellwether
to guide him around the comer to an open-air cafe. The cafe
was called O You Kid and was a replica of a Gay Nineties saloon,
right down to the Tiffany lamps and the cutglass chandelier and
the player piano. Like everything else that Carmody had seen in
the city, it was spotlessly clean, but without people.

“Nice atmosphere, don’t you think?” Bellwether asked.

“Campy,” Carmody pronounced. “Okay if you like that sort of
thing.”

A foaming mug of cappucino was lowered to his table on a
stainless steel tray. Carmody sipped.

“Good?” Bellwether asked.

“Yes, very good.”

“I rather pride myself on my coffee,” the city said quietly. “And
on my cooking. Wouldn’t you care for a little something? An
omelette, perhaps, or a souffler”

“Nothing,” Carmody said firmly. He leaned back in his chair
and said, “So you're a model city, huh?”

“Yes, that is that I have the honor to be,” Bellwether said.
“I am the most recent of all model cities; and, I believe, the most
satisfactory. I was conceived by a joint study group from Yale
and the University of Chicago, who were working on a Rocke-
feller fellowship. Most of my practical details were devised by
M.LT., although some special sections of me came from Prince-
ton and from the RAND Corporation. My actual construction
was a General Electric project, and the money was procured by
grants from the Ford and Carnegie Foundations, as well as
several other institutions I am not at liberty to mention.”

“Interesting sort of history,” Carmody said, with hateful non-
chalance, “That’s a Gothic cathedral across the street, isn't it?”

“Modified Romanesque,” the city said. “Also interdenomina-
tional and open to all faiths, with a designed seating capacity
for three hundred people.”

“That doesn’t seem like many for a building of that size.”

“It’s not, of course. Designedly. My idea was to combine awe-
someness with coziness.”
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“Where are the inhabitants of this town, by the way?” Carmody
asked.

“They have left,” Bellwether said mournfully. “They have all
departed.”

“Why?”

The city was silent for a while, then said, “There was a break-
down in city-community relations. A misunderstanding, really.
Or perhaps I should say, an unfortunate series of misunderstand-
ings. I suspect that rabble-rousers played their part.”

“But what happened, precisely?”

“I don’t know,” the city said. “I really don’t know. One day they
simply all left. Just like that! But I'm sure theyll be back.”

“I wonder,” Carmody said.

“I am convinced of it,” the city said. “But putting that aside:
why don’t you stay here, Mr. Carmody?”

“I haven't really had time to consider it,” Carmody said.

“How could you help but like it?” Bellwether said. “Just think—
you would have the most modern up-to-date city in the world
at your beck and call.”

“That does sound interesting,” Carmody said.

“So give it a try, how could it hurt you?” the city asked.

“All right, I think I will,” Carmody said.

He was intrigued by the city of Bellwether. But he was also
apprehensive. He wished he knew exactly why the city’s pre-
vious occupants had left.

At Bellwether’s insistence, Carmody slept that night in the
sumptuous bridal suite of the King George V Hotel. Bell-
wether served him breakfast on the terrace and played a brisk
Haydn quartet while Carmody ate. The morning air was de-
licious. If Bellwether hadn’t told him, Carmody would never have
guessed it was reconstituted.

When he was finished, Carmody leaned back and enjoyed
the view of Bellwether’s western quarter—a pleasing jumble of
Chinese pagodas, Venetian footbridges, Japanese canals, a green
Burmese hill, a Corinthian temple, a California parking lot, a
Norman tower and much else besides.

“You have a splendid view,” he told the city.

“I'm so glad you appreciate it,” Bellwether replied. “The prob-
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lem of style was argued from the day of my inception. One group
held for consistency: a harmonious group of shapes blending
into a harmonious whole. But quite a few model cities are
like that. They are uniformly dull, artificial entities created by
one man or one committee, unlike real cities.”

“You're sort of artificial yourself, aren’t you?” Carmody asked.

“Of course! But I do not pretend to be anything else. I am not
a fake ‘city of the future’ or a mock-Florentine bastard. I am a
true agglutinated congeries. I am supposed to be interesting and
stimulating in addition to being functional and practical.”

“Bellwether, you look okay to me,” Carmody said, in a sudden
rush of expansiveness. “Do all model cities talk like you?”

“Certainly not. Most cities up to now, model or otherwise,
never said a word. But their inhabitants didn’t like that. It
made the city seem too huge, too masterful, too soulless, too
impersonal. That is why I was created with a voice and an artificial
consciousness to guide it.”

“I see,” Carmody said.

“The point is, my artificial consciousness personalizes me,
which is very important in an age of depersonalization. It en-
ables me to be truly responsive. It permits me to be creative in
meeting the demands of my occupants. We can reason with each
other, my people and I. By carrying on a continual and mean-
ingful dialogue, we can help each other to establish a dynamic,
flexible and truly viable urban environment. We can modify
each other without any significant loss of individuality.”

“It sounds fine,” Carmody said. “Except, of course, that you
don’t have anyone here to carry on a dialogue with.”

“That is the only flaw in the scheme,” the city admitted. “But
for the present, I have you.”

“Yes, you have me,” Carmody said, and wondered why the
words rang unpleasantly on his ear.

“And, naturally, you have me,” the city said. “It is a reciprocal
relationship, which is the only kind worth having. But now, my
dear Carmody, suppose I show you around myself. Then we can
get you settled in and regularized.”

“Get me what?”

“I didn’t mean that the way it sounded,” the city said. “It
simply is an unfortunate scientific expression. But you under-
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stand, I'm sure, that a reciprocal relationship necessitates obliga-
tions on the part of both involved parties. It couldnt very well
be otherwise, could it?”

“Not unless it was a laissez-faire relationship.”

“We're trying to get away from all that,” Bellwether said.
“Laissez-faire becomes a doctrine of the emotions, you know, and
leads non-stop to anomie. If you will just come this way. . . .7

IIT

Carmody went where he was asked and beheld the excellen-
cies of Bellwether. He toured the power plant, the water filtration
center, the industrial park and the light industries section. He saw
the children’s park and the Odd Fellow’s Hall. He walked through
a museum and an art gallery, a concert hall and a theater, a
bowling alley, a billiards parlor, a Go-Kart track and a movie
theater. He became tired and wanted to stop. But the city wanted
to show itself off, and Carmody had to look at the five-story Amer-
ican Express building, the Portuguese synagogue, the statue
of Buckminster Fuller, the Greyhound Bus Station and several
other attractions.

At last it was over. Carmody concluded that beauty was in the
eye of the beholder, except for a small part of it that was in the
beholder’s feet.

“A little lunch now?” the city asked.

“Fine,” Carmody said.

He was guided to the fashionable Rochambeau Cafe, where he
began with potage au petit pois and ended with petits fours.

“What about a nice Brie to finish off?” the city asked.

“No, thanks,” Carmody said. “I'm full. Too full, as a matter of
fact”

“But cheese isn't filling. A bit of first-rate Camembert?”

“I couldn’t possibly.”

“Perhaps a few assorted fruits. Very refreshing to the palate.”

“It’s not my palate that needs refreshing,” Carmody said.

“At least an apple, a pear and a couple of grapes?”

“Thanks, no.”
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“A couple of cherries?”

“No, no, nol”

“A meal isn’t complete without a little fruit,” the city said.

“My meal is,” Carmody said.

“There are important vitamins only found in fresh fruit.”

“I'll just have to struggle along without them.”

“Perhaps half an orange, which I will peel for you? Citrus fruits
have no bulk at all.”

“I couldn’t possibly.”

“Not even one quarter of an orange? If I take out all the pits?”

“Most decidedly not.”

“It would make me feel better,” the city said. “I have a com-
pletion compulsion, you know, and no meal is complete without
a piece of fruit.”

“No! Nol Nol”

“All right, don’t get so excited,” the city said. “If you don't like
the sort of food I serve, that’s up to you.”

“But I do like itl”

“Then if you like it so much, why won'’t you eat some fruit?”

“Enough,” Carmody said. “Give me a couple of grapes.”

“I wouldn’t want to force anything on you.”

“You're not forcing. Give me, please.”

“You're quite sure?”

“Gimmel” Carmody shouted.

“So take,” the city said and produced a magnificent bunch
of muscatel grapes. Carmody ate them all. They were very good.

“Excuse me,” the city said. “What are you doing?” Carmody
sat upright and opened his eyes. “I was taking a little nap,” he
said. “Is there anything wrong with that?”

“What should be wrong with a perfectly natural thing like that?”
the city said.

“Thank you,” Carmody said, and closed his eyes again.

“But why nap in a chair?” the city asked.

“Because I'm in a chair, and I'm already half asleep.”

“You'll get a crick in your back,” the-city warned him.

“Don’t care,” Carmody mumbled, his eyes still closed.

“Why not take a proper nap? Over here, on the couch?”

“I'm already napping comfortably right here.”
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“You're not really comfortable,” the city pointed out. “The
human anatomy is not constructed for sleeping sitting up.”

“At the moment, mine is,” Carmody said.

“It’s not. Why not try the couch?”

“The chair is fine.”

“But the couch is finer. Just try it, please, Carmody. Carmody?”

“Eh? What'’s that?” Carmody said, waking up.

“The couch. I really think you should rest on the couch.”

“All right!” Carmody said, struggling to his feet. “Where is this
couch?”

He was guided out of the restaurant, down the street, around
the comer, and into a building marked The Snoozerie. There were
a dozen couches. Carmody went to the nearest.

“Not that one,” the city said. “It’s got a bad spring.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Carmody said. “I'll sleep around it.”

“That will result in a cramped posture.”

“Christ]” Carmody said, getting to his feet. “Which couch
would you recommend?”

“This one right back here,” the city said. “It’s a king-size, the best
in the place. The yield-point of the mattress has been scientifi-
cally determined. The pillows—"

“Right, fine, good,” Carmody said, lying down on the indicated
couch.

“Shall I play you some soothing music?”

“Don’t bother.”

“Just as you wish. I'll put out the lights, then.”

“Fine.”

“Would you like a blanket? I control the temperature here, of
course, but sleepers often get a subjective impression of chilli-
ness.”

“It doesn’t matter! Leave me alonel”

“All right!” the city said. “I'm not doing this for myself, you
know. Personally, I never sleep.”

“Okay, sorry,” Carmody said.

“That’s perfectly all right.”

There was a long silence. Then Carmody sat up.

“What'’s the matter?” the city asked.

“Now I can't sleep,” Carmody said.

“Try closing your eyes and consciously relaxing every muscle
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in your body, starting with the big toe and working upward
to—"

“I can’t sleepl” Carmody shouted.

“Maybe you weren't very sleepy to begin with,” the city sug-
gested. “But at least you could close your eyes and try to get a
little rest. Won't you do that for me?”

“Nol” Carmody said. “I'm not sleepy and I don’t need a rest.”

“Stubbom!” the city said. “Do what you like. I've tried my
best.”

“Yeah!” Carmody said, getting to his feet and walking out of
the Snoozerie.

v

Carmody stood on a little curved bridge and looked over a
blue lagoon.

“This is a copy of the Rialto bridge in Venice,” the city said.
“Scaled down, of course.”

“I know,” Carmody said. “I read the sign.”

“It’s rather enchanting, isn’t it?”

“Sure, it’s fine,” Carmody said, lighting a cigarette.

“You're doing a lot of smoking,” the city pointed out.

“I know. I feel like smoking.”

“As your medical advisor, I must point out that the link be-
tween smoking and lung cancer is conclusive.”

“I know.”

“If you switched to a pipe your chances would be improved.”

“I don’t like pipes.”

“What about a cigar, then?”

“I don’t like cigars.” He lit another cigarette.

“That’s your third cigarette in five minutes,” the city said.

“Goddamn it, I'll smoke as much and as often as I pleasel” Car-
mody shouted. .

“Well, of course you willl” the city said. “I was merely trying to
advise you for your own good. Would you want me to simply
stand by and not say a word while you destroyed yourself?”

“Yes,” Carmody said.
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“I can’t believe that you mean that. There is an ethical impera-
tive involved here. Man can act against his best interests; but a
machine is not allowed that degree of perversity.”

“Get off my back,” Carmody said sullenly. “Quit pushing me
around.”

“Pushing you around? My dear Carmody, have I coerced you
in any way? Have I done any more than advise you?”

“Maybe not. But you talk too much.”

“Perhaps I don’t talk enough,” the city said. “To judge from the
response I get.”

“You talk too much,” Carmody repeated and lit a cigarette.

“That is your fourth cigarette in five minutes.”

Carmody opened his mouth to bellow an insult. Then he
changed his mind and walked away.

“What’s this?” Carmody asked.

“It’s a candy machine,” the city told him.

“It doesn’t look like one.”

“Still, it is one. This design is a modification of a design by
Saarionmen for a silo. I have miniaturized it, of course, and—"

“It still doesn’t look like a candy machine. How do you work
it?”

“It’s very simple. Push the red button. Now wait. Press down
one of those levers on Row A; now press the green button.
There!l”

A Baby Ruth bar slid into Carmody’s hand.

“Huh,” Carmody said. He stripped off the paper and bit into
the bar. “Is this a real Baby Ruth bar or a copy of one?” he asked.

“It’s a real one. I had to subcontract the candy concession be-
cause of the pressure of work.”

“Huh,” Carmody said, letting the candy wrapper slip from
his fingers.

“That,” the city said, “is an example of the kind of thoughtless-
ness I always encounter.”

“It’s just a piece of paper,” Carmody said, tumning and looking
at the candy wrapper lying on the spotless street.

“Of course it’s just a piece of paper,” the city said. “But multi-
ply it by a hundred thousand inhabitants and what do you have?”
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“A hundred thousand Baby Ruth wrappers,” Carmody answered
at once.

“I dont consider that funny,” the city said. “You wouldnt
want to live in the midst of all that paper, I can assure you.
You’'d be the first to complain if this street were strewn with gar-
bage. But do you do your share? Do you even clean up after
yourself? Of course not! You leave it to me, even though I
have to run all of the other functions of the city, night and day,
without even Sundays off.”

Carmody bent down to pick up the candy wrapper. But just
before his fingers could close on it, a pincer arm shot out of
the nearest sewer, snatched the paper away and vanished from
sight.

“It’s all right,” the city said. “I'm used to cleaning up after peo-
ple. I do it all the time.”

“Yuh,” said Carmody.

“Nor do I expect any gratitude.”

“I'm grateful, I'm gratefull” Carmody said.

“No, you're not,” Bellwether said.

“So okay, maybe I'm not. What do you want me to say?”

“I don’t want you to say anything,” the city said. “Let us con-
sider the incident closed.”

“Had enough?” the city said, after dinner.

“Plenty,” Carmody said.

“You didn’t eat much.”

“I ate all I wanted. It was very good.”

“If it was so good, why didn’t you eat more?”

“Because I couldn’t hold any more.”

“If you hadn’t spoiled your appetite with that candy bar . . .

“Goddamn it, the candy bar didn’t spoil my appetite! I just—"

“You're lighting a cigarette,” the city said.

“Yeah,” Carmody said.

“Couldn’t you wait a little longer?”

“Now look,” Carmody said. “Just what in hell do you—"

“But we have something more important to talk about,” the
city said quickly. “Have you thought about what you're going to
do for a living?”

“I haven't really had much time to think about it.”
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“Well, I have been thinking about it. It would be nice if you
became a doctor.”

“Me? I'd have to take special college courses, then get into
medical school, and so forth.”

“I can arrange all that,” the city said.

“Not interested.”

“Well. . . What about law?”

“Never.”

“Engineering is an excellent line.”

“Not for me.”

“What about accounting?”

“Not on your life.”

“What do you want to be?”

“A jet pilot,” Carmody said impulsively.

“Oh, come nowl”

“I'm quite serious.”

“I don’t even have an air field here.”

“Then I'll pilot somewhere else.”

“You're only saying that to spite mel”

“Not at all,” Carmody said. “I want to be a pilot, I really do.
I've always wanted to be a pilot! Honest I havel”

There was a long silence. Then the city said, “The choice is
entirely up to you.” This was said in a voice like death.

“Where are you going now?”

“Out for a walk,” Carmody said.

“At nine-thirty in the evening?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“I thought you were tired.”

“That was quite some time ago.”

“I see. And I also thought that you could sit here and we could
have a nice chat.”

“How about if we talk after I get back?” Carmody asked.

“No, it doesn’t matter,” the city said.

“The walk doesn’t matter,” Carmody said, sitting down. “Come
on, we’'ll talk.”

“I no longer care to talk,” the city said. “Please go for your
walk.”
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“Well, good night,” Carmody said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“I said, ‘good night.””
“You're going to sleep?”
“Sure. It’s late, I'm tired.”

“You're going to sleep now?”

“Well, why not?”

“No reason at all,” the city said, “except that you have forgot-

ten to wash.”

“Oh. . . .Iguess Idid forget. I'll wash in the morning.”

“How long is it since you've had a bath?”

“Too long. I'll take one in the morning.”

“Wouldn't you feel better if you took one right now?”

“No.”

“Even if I drew the bath for your”

“No! Goddamn it, no! I'm going to sleep!”

“Do exactly as you please,” the city said. “Don’t wash, don’t

study, don’t eat a balanced diet. But also, don’t blame me.”

“Blame you? For what?”

“For anything,” the city said.

“Yes. But what did you have in mind, specifically?”

“It isn’t important.”

“Then why did you bring it up in the first place?”

“I was only thinking of you,” the city said.

“I realize that.”

“You must know that it can’t benefit me if you wash or not.”
“I'm aware of that.”

“When one cares,” the city went on, “when one feels one’s

responsibilities, it is not nice to hear oneself sworn at.”

“I didn’t swear at you.”

“Not this time. But earlier today you did.”

“Well. . .Iwasnervous.”

“That’s because of the smoking.”

“Don’t start that again!”
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“I won't,” the city said. “Smoke like a furnace. What does it
matter to me?”

“Damned right,” Carmody said, lighting a cigarette.

“But my failure,” the city said.

“No, no,” Carmody said. “Don’t say it, please don’tl”

“Forget I said it,” the city said.

“All right.”

“Sometimes I get overzealous.”

“Sure.”

“And it’s especially difficult because I'm right. I am right,
you know.”

“I know,” Carmody said. “You're right, you’re right, you're al-
ways right. Right right right right right—"

“Don’t overexcite yourself betime,” the city said. “Would you
care for a glass of milk?”

“No.”

“You're sure?”

Carmody put his hands over his eyes. He felt very strange. He
also felt extremely guilty, fragile, dirty, unhealthy and sloppy.
He felt generally and irrevocably bad, and it would always be
this way unless he changed, adjusted, adapted. . . .

But instead of attempting anything of the sort he rose to his
feet, squared his shoulders, and marched away past the Roman
piazza and the Venetian bridge.

“Where are you going?” the city asked. “What’s the matter?”

Silent, tight-lipped, Carmody continued past the children’s
park and the American Express building,

“What did I do wrong?” the city cried. “What, just tell me
what?”

Carmody made no reply but strode past the Rochambeau Cafe
and the Portuguese synagogue, coming at last to the pleasant
green plain that surrounded Bellwether.

“Ingratel” the city screamed after him. “You'’re just like all the
others. All of you humans are disagreeable animals, and you're
never really satisfied with anything.”

Carmody got into his car and started the engine.

“But of course,” the city said, in a more thoughtful voice, “you’re
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never really dissatisfied with anything either. The moral, I
suppose, is that a city must learn patience.”

Carmody turned the car onto King’s Highbridge Gate Road
and started east, toward New York.

“Have a nice trip!” Bellwether called after him. “Don’t worry
about me, I'll be waiting up for you.”

Carmody stepped down hard on the accelerator. He really
wished he hadn’t heard that last remark.
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I BACKTRACKED

BURT FILER

Burt Filer is another in the seemingly inexhaustible
series of strongly talented new writers who have en-
tered the science fiction field in the past few years.
Here he suggests a time travel idea that’s new to us,
and tells his story in intensely human terms.

THE FIRST THING he saw was Sally staring at him. She was sitting
up in the big bed and had four fingers of her left hand wedged
in her mouth. For some reason she’d drawn the sheet up around
her and held it there with the other arm, as if caught suddenly by
a stranger. Fletcher sat up.

“What’s the matter? What time is it?” He felt odd and a little
woozy. His voice sounded rough and both legs hurt, the good
one and the other one.

“You've backtracked,” Sally said. She gritted her teeth and gave
that quick double shake of hers. The long brown hair fell down,
and a curler came out.

Fletcher looked down at the arm he’d hooked around his good
koee. It was sunburned and freckled the way August usually
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made it, but the August of what future year had done this? The
fingers were blunter, the nails badly bitten, and the arm itself
was thicker by half than the one he’d gone to bed with.

Sally lay back down, blinking, on the verge of tears. “You're
older,” she said, “a lot older. Why’d you do itP”

Fletcher tossed off the sheet and swung his legs to the floor.
“I don’t know, but then I wouldnt. It wipes you out com-
pletely, they say.” Hurrying across the old green rug they’d re-
tired to the bedroom after long service downstairs, he stared at
himself in the dressing mirror. At first he didn’t believe it.

Gone was the somewhat paunchy but still attractive business-
man of thirty-six. The man in the mirror looked more like a
Sicilian fisherman, all weatherbeaten and knotty. Fletcher looked
for several long seconds at the blue veins which wrapped his
forearms and calves like fishnets. Both calves. The left, though
still as warped as ever, was thick now. It looked strong, but it
ached.

Fletcher’s face was older by ten years. Etched in the seams
about his eyes was the grimness that age brings out through a
lifetime of forced smiles. And though the hair on his chest was
sunbleached, he could easily see that a good deal of it was
actually white. Fletcher shut his eyes, turned away.

Walking around to Sally’s side of the bed, he sat down and
dropped a hand to her shoulder. “I must have had a good reason.
We'll find out soon enough.”

It was only six o’clock but sleep was out of the question, natu-
rally. They dressed. Sally went down the stairs ahead of him,
still slim and lithe at thirty-four, and still desirable. The envy of
many.

She turmed left into the kitchen and he followed, but continued
past into the garage. His excuse for privacy was the bicycles
just as hers was breakfast. Leave me alone and I'll get used to it,
Fletcher thought. Leave her alone and she can handle it too.

He edged around the bumper of their car to the clutter of his
workbench and switched on the light. The bicycles gave him a
momentary sense of rightness, gleaming there. They were so
slender and functional and spare. Flipping his own over on its
back, he checked tension on the derailleur. Perfect.

He righted the thing and dropped the rear wheel into the free
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rollers. Mounting it, he pedaled against light resistance, the way
he’d always dreamed the roads would be.

Maybe they would be now, with these legs. Why had he spent
ten years torturing spring into the muscles of a cripple? Sheer
vanity, perhaps. But at the cost of wasting those ten years for-
ever, it seemed unreasonable.

Fletcher was sweating, and the speedometer on the rollers
said thirty. He was only halfway through the gears, though,
50 he shifted twice. Fifty.

Maybe he should call Time Central? No, they were duty bound
to give him no help at all. They'd just say that at some point ten
years in the future he had gone to them with a request to be
backtracked to the present—and that before making the hop his
mind had been run through that cLEAR/RESET wringer of theirs.

Sorry, Mr. Fletcher, but it’s the only way to minimize temporal
contamination and paradox. Bothersome thing, paradox. Your
mind belongs to Fletcher of the present; you have no knowledge
of the future. You understand, of course.

What he understood was that the body of Fletcher-forty-odd
had backtracked to be used by the mind of Fletcher-thirty-six,
almost as a beast of burden.

And Fletcher-thirty-six could only wonder why.

A lot of people did it to escape some unhappiness in their
later years. It seldom worked. They inevitably became anachro-
nistic misfits among their once-contemporaries. But ten years at
Fletcher’s age wasn’t really that much, and he guessed they'd all
get used to him. But would Sally?

Sixty, said the dummy speedometer. Fletcher noted with some
surprise that he’d been at it for fifteen minutes. Better slow
down, and save some for the trip. What strength! Maybe he’d
learn to play tennis. He could see himself trouncing Dave Schenk,
Sally looking on from the sidelines— Fletcher was smiling now.
Sally would come around. She had a powerful older man in place
of a soft young one, a cripple at that. Polio. He’d been one of the
last. Other men had held doors open for him ever since, and
he'd leamed to smile. . . .

Up to fifty again, slow down. And where was breakfast? This
body of his hungered. And what had it done, this body? Know-
ing from bitter experience how slowly it responded to exercise,
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Fletcher decided that the lost ten years must have been de-
voted almost exclusively to physical development.

But for what? Some kind of crisis, that he might meet with
superior strength on the second go-around? And why had he
decided to backtrack to this particular moming?

“Fletch, breakfast,” Sally called. The voice was lighter and
steady. Dismounting, Fletcher stood with his hands in his pockets
and watched the silver wheel whir slowly to a stop.

She wouldn’t want to discuss it. Not for a while, anyhow. It'd
been the same with his leg, back before they were married. He
switched the light off and went in.

“Itll be nice after that burns off,” he said, nodding out the
window.

The bench in the breakfast nook felt hard as he sat on it. Less
flesh there now. Sally handed down two plates and joined him.
Not across the table but at his side. A show of confidence. They
ate slowly, silently.

Fletcher looked over at her profile. With her hair tied back like
that she was very patrician. Straight nose, serious mouth. Like
Anastasia, Dave Schenk had said, a displaced princess. She
caught him looking at her, began to smile, changed her mind, put
down her fork.

She faced him squarely. “I think I'll make it, Fletch.” She low-
ered her forehead a fraction, waiting for a reassuring peck, and
he gave it to her.

He turned out to have been right about the weather. Within
an hour they were pedaling in bright sunlight and had stopped
to remove their sweaters. Sally seemed cheerful. For perhaps
the third time, Fletcher caught her gazing with frank wonder at
his body, especially his leg. He glowed inwardly. Aloud he said,
“Forward, troops,” and swooped off ahead.

They wound their way up Storm King Mountain. Occasionally
a car would grind past them on the steep grades, but soon the two
bicycles left the road. They had the clay path which led up to the
reservoir all to themselves. May-pale sumacs on the left, and a
hundred feet of naked air on the right.

“Hey,” said Sally, “slow down.” Dismounting, they sat under
a big maple. She leaned her head on his shoulder and slid one
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hand cosily between his upper arm and his ribs. “Oh,” she said,
and raised her eyebrows.

They sat there for some time. Over them the branches reached
across the path and out beyond the cliffs. Below, the Hudson
wound in a huge ess, a round green island at one end. It was a
wide old river, moving slowly. A tug dragged clumped barges
upstream in an efficient line that cut off most of the curves. In
the distance a few motorboats buzzed like flies, little white
wakes behind them. Crawling along the far shore was a passen-
ger train headed for New York.

It smelled like spring. Rising, Sally went over by the bicycles
and bent to pick a white umbrella of Queen Anne’s lace. She
came back twirling the stalk between her fingers. “Ready,” she
said.

He set her an easy pace, but did it the hard way himself, not
using the lower gears. One of Dave Schenk’s subtler tricks.
Fletcher wished he was with them today.

At about eleven o'clock they reached the top. Between the
power company’s storage reservoir and the bluffs was a little
park that no one else ever seemed to use. Sally spread most of
their food on a weathered wooden picnic table. Then she went
over and sat on a broad granite shelf. Fletcher set about starting
a fire.

It was taking him quite a while, as he’d forgotten the starter
and had to whittle some twigs for tinder. He nicked his thumb,
frowned, sucked it, looked up.

Sally was on her feet again, picking more flowers. She paused
from time to time to gaze out over the river. The view was even
more spectacular here, Fletcher knew, even though too far back
to see it himself. They were three or four hundred feet straight
above the water.

Running a few feet beyond the main line of the bluff was a
grassy promontory. Several bunches of Queen Anne’s lace waved
above the wild hay and creepers. He wished she’d get away from
there and took a breath to tell her to.

Sally screamed as her legs slid out of sight. Twisting midair,
she clutched two frantic handfuls of turf.

She was only sixty feet away, but the fireplace and the big
old table lay directly between them. Fletcher planted both hands
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on the smoking stone chimney and vaulted it. The thing was
four feet high, but could have been five and he’d still have made
it. A dozen running steps, each faster and longer than the last,
carried him to the table. He yanked his head down and his right
leg up to hurdle it, snapping the leg down on the other side
and swinging the weaker one behind. Pain shot through it, and
Fletcher nearly sprawled. It took him four steps to straighten
out, and in four more he was there.

He hurled himself at the two slender wrists that were falling
away, and got one.

Sally screamed again, this time in pain. Fletcher hauled her
up to his chin, both sinewy hands around her small white one.
Edging backward on his knees, he drew her fully up. Fletcher
stood shakily and attempted to help her to her feet. His left leg
gave way.

Falling beside her, he lay on the warm granite and tried to
catch his breath. It was difficult for some reason. Her face swam
before him, and as he lost consciousness he heard himself repeat-
ing, “So that’s why, that’s why—"

Fletcher’s eyelids were burning, so he opened them, to look
directly into the sun. He must have been lying there an hour.
Sally—his mind leapfrogged back and the breath stopped in his
throat. But no, it was over, she lay here beside him now. Fletcher
rose to an elbow. His leg throbbed between numbness and in-
tolerable pain, and it looked as if someone had taken an axe to
it.

But Sally’s wrist looked just as bad. The drying scum near her
lips attested to that. As he moved her head gently away from
the puddle, she moaned.

It took him ten minutes to crawl over to the table and returm
with a bottle of wine. They’d brought no water. He sprinkled
some on her forehead, then held it to her lips. She came around,
fainted, came around again.

Sally had made it about halfway down to the road when she
ran into some picnickers. The jeep came at three, and at four
they were both in the orthopedic ward at Rockland State.

Fletcher was still dopey with anesthetic and delayed shock.
As he told the reporter what had happened, the little man nearly
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drooled. Their episode had occurred on Saturday. When they
were released from the hospital and sent home on Wednesday,
their story was still up on page four. On the front porch was a
yellow plastic wastebasket full of unopened telegrams and letters.

They hadn’t had much privacy at the hospital. So after Sally
had made the coffee she sat down opposite Fletcher at the kitchen
table and asked, “How've you been?”

“Okay. Still a little disoriented, maybe.”

“Yes.” She stared into her cup. “Fletch, I guess the first time we
went through that, I fell?”

Fletcher nodded. “I'd never have made it to you, the old way.”
He stared down at the cast on his leg. “Ten years of mine, for all
of yours. I'd do it again.”

“It wasn’t cheap,” she said.

“No, it wasn’t cheap.”

They made love that night. Fletcher had been worried about
that, and found his fears justified to some extent. Ten years
made a difference. But Sally held him long afterward and cried
a little, which was the best with her. He fell asleep feeling reas-
sured for then, but knowing what was to come.

Fletcher dyed his hair and had some minor facial surgery done
to smooth out his eyes and throat. He gained ten pounds. He
looked pretty much like the Fletcher of thirty-six. A certain
amount of romance was attached to his reputation now, and
when he changed jobs his salary almost doubled.

His broken left leg never healed solidly, though, and for all in-
tents and purposes he was back to where he’d started. He and
Sally remained childless right up until their divorce two years
later. She was later married to David Schenk, but Fletcher re-
mained alone.



POUL ANDERSON

Poul Anderson is most generally regarded as the
best practicing writer of “hard” science fiction:
stories built solidly around careful extrapolation of
scientific laws as we understand them today. His sto-
ries are this popular because in so many of them he
combines the wonders of science with the emotional
impact of very human hopes and fears. KYRIE pre-
sents one example.

ON A mGH PEAK in the Lunar Carpathians stands a convent of
St. Martha of Bethany. The walls are native rock; they lift dark
and cragged as the mountainside itself, into a sky that is always
black. As you approach from Northpole, flitting low to keep the
force screens along Route Plato between you and the meteor-
oidal rain, you see the cross which surmounts the tower, stark
athwart Earth’s blue disc. No bells resound from there—not in
airlessness.

You may hear them inside at the canonical hours, and through-
out the crypts below where machines toil to maintain a sem-
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blance of terrestrial environment. If you linger a while you will
also hear them calling to requiem mass. For it has become a tradi-
tion that prayers be offered at St. Martha’s for those who have
perished in space; and they are more with every passing year.

This is not the work of the sisters. They minister to the sick,
the needy, the crippled, the insane, all whom space has
broken and cast back. Luna is full of such, exiles because they
can no longer endure Earth’s pull or because it is feared they may
be incubating a plague from some unknown planet or because
men are so busy with their frontiers that they have no time to
spare for the failures. The sisters wear spacesuits as often as
habits, are as likely to hold a medikit as a rosary.

But they are granted some time for contemplation. At night,
when for half a month the sun’s glare has departed, the chapel is
unshuttered and stars look down through the glaze-dome to the
candles. They do not wink and their light is winter cold. One of
the nuns in particular is there as often as may be, praying for her
own dead. And the abbess sees to it that she can be present when
the yearly mass, that she endowed before she took her vows, is
sung.

Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine, et lux
perpetua luceat eis.
Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison, Kyrie eleison.

The Supernova Sagittarii expedition comprised fifty human
beings and a flame. It went the long way around from Earth
orbit, stopping at Epsilon Lyrae to pick up its last member.
Thence it approached its destination by stages.

This is the paradox: time and space are aspects of each other.
The explosion was more than a hundred years past when noted
by men on Lasthope. They were part of a generations-long
effort to fathom the civilization of creatures altogether unlike us;
but one night they looked up and saw a light so brilliant it cast
shadows.

That wave front would reach Earth several centuries hence.
By then it would be so tenuous that nothing but another bright
point would appear in the sky. Meanwhile, though, a ship over-
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leaping the space through which light must creep could track
the great star’s death across time.

Suitably far off, instruments recorded what had been be-
fore the outburst: incandescence collapsing upon itself after the
last nuclear fuel was bumed out. A jump, and they saw what
happened a century ago: convulsion, storm of quanta and neu-
trinos, a radiation equal to the massed hundred billion suns of
this galaxy.

It faded, leaving an emptiness in heaven, and the Raven
moved closer. Fifty light-years—fifty years—inward, she studied a
shrinking fieriness in the midst of a fog which shone like
lightning.

Twenty-five years later the central globe had dwindled more,
the nebula had expanded and dimmed. But because the distance
was now so much less, everything seemed larger and brighter.
The naked eye saw a dazzle too fierce to look straight at, making
the constellations pale by contrast. Telescopes showed a blue-
white spark in the heart of an opalescent cloud delicately fila-
mented at the edges.

The Raven made ready for her final jump, to the immediate
neighborhood of the supernova.

Captain Teodor Szili went on a last-minute inspection tour.
The ship murmured around him, running at one gravity of ac-
celeration to reach the desired intrinsic velocity. Power droned,
regulators whickered, ventilation systems rustled. He felt the
energies quiver in his bones. But metal surrounded him, blank
and comfortless. Viewports gave on a dragon’s hoard of stars,
the ghostly arch of the Milky Way: on vacuum, cosmic rays,
cold not far above absolute zero, distance beyond imagination
to the nearest human hearthfire. He was about to take his
people where none had ever been before, into conditions none
was sure about, and that was a heavy burden on him.

He found Eloise Waggoner at her post, a cubbyhole with inter-
com connections directly to the command bridge. Music drew
him, a triumphant serenity he did not recognize. Stopping in
the doorway, he saw her seated with a small tape machine on the
desk.

“What's this?” he demanded.

“Ohl” The woman (he could not think of her as a girl
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though she was barely out of her teens) started. “I . .. I was
waiting for the jump.”

“You were to wait at the alert.”

“What have I to do?” she answered less timidly than was her
wont. “I mean, I'm not a crewman or a scientist.”

“You are in the crew. Special communications technician.”

“With Lucifer. And he likes the music. He says we come
closer to oneness with it than in anything else he knows about us.”

Szili arched his brows. “Onenessr”

A blush went up Eloise’s thin cheeks. She stared at the deck
and her hands twisted together. “Maybe that isn’t the right word.
Peace, harmony, unity . . . God? . . . I sense what he means,
but we haven’t any word that fits.”

“Hm. Well, you are supposed to keep him happy.” The skipper
regarded her with a return of the distaste he had tried to sup-
press. She was a decent sort, he supposed, in her gauche and in-
hibited way; but her looks! Scrawny, big-footed, big-nosed, pop
eyes, and stringy dust-colored hair—and, to be sure, telepaths
always made him uncomfortable. She said she could only read
Lucifer’s mind, but was that true?

No. Dont think such things. Loneliness and otherness can
come near breaking you out here, without adding suspicion of
your fellows.

If Eloise Waggoner was really human. She must be some kind of
mutant at the very least. Whoever could communicate thought
to thought with a living vortex had to be.

“What are you playing, anyhow?” Szili asked.

“Bach. The Third Brandenburg Concerto. He, Lucifer, he
doesn’t care for the modern stuff. I don't either.”

You wouldn’t, Szili decided. Aloud: “Listen, we jump in half
an hour. No telling what we'll emerge in. This is the first time any-
one’s been close to a recent supernova. We can only be certain
of so much hard radiation that we’ll be dead if the screenfields
give way. Otherwise we’ve nothing to go on except theory. And a
collapsing stellar core is so unlike anything anywhere else in
the universe that I'm skeptical about how good the theory is.
We can't sit daydreaming. We have to prepare.”

“Yes, sir.” Whispering, her voice lost its usual harshness.

He stared past her, past the ophidian eyes of meters and con-
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trols, as if he could penetrate the steel beyond and look straight
into space. There, he knew, floated Lucifer.

The image grew in him: a fireball twenty meters across, shim-
mering white, red, gold, royal blue, flames dancing like Medusa
locks, cometary tail burning for a hundred meters behind, a shin-
ingness, a glory, a piece of hell. Not the least of what troubled
him was the thought of that which paced his ship.

He hugged scientific explanations to his breast, though they
were little better than guesses. In the multiple star system of
Epsilon Aurigae, in the gas and energy pervading the space
around, things took place which no laboratory could imitate.
Ball lightning on a planet was perhaps analogous, as the forma-
tion of simple organic compounds in a primordial ocean is
analogous to the life which finally evolves. In Epsilon Aurigae,
magnetohydrodynamics had done what chemistry did on Earth.
Stable plasma vortices had appeared, had grown, had added
complexity, until after millions of years they became something
you must needs call an organism. It was a form of ions, nuclei
and force-fields. It metabolized electrons, nucleons, X-rays; it
maintained its configuration for a long lifetime; it reproduced;
it thought.

But what did it think? The few telepaths who could commu-
nicate with the Aurigeans, who had first made humankind aware
that the Aurigeans existed, never explained clearly. They were a
queer lot themselves.

Wherefore Captain Szili said, “I want you to pass this on to
him.”

“Yes, sir.” Eloise turned down the volume on her taper. Her
eyes unfocused. Through her ears went words, and her brain
(how efficient a transducer was itP) passed the meanings on
out to him who loped alongside Raven on his own reaction drive.

“Listen, Lucifer. You have heard this often before, I know, but
I want to be positive you understand in full. Your psychology
must be very foreign to ours. Why did you agree to come with us?
I don’t know. Technician Waggoner said you were curious and
adventurous, Is that the whole truth?

“No matter. In half an hour we jump. We'll come within five
hundred million kilometers of the supernova. That’s where your
work begins. You can go where we dare not, observe what we
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can’t, tell us more than our instruments would ever hint at. But
first we have to verify we can stay in orbit around the star. This
concerns you too. Dead men can’t transport you home again.

“So. In order to enclose you within the jumpfield, without dis-
rupting your body, we have to switch off the shield screens.
We'll emerge in a lethal radiation zone. You must promptly re-
treat from the ship, because we'll start the screen generator up
sixty seconds after transit. Then you must investigate the vicinity,
The hazards to look for—" Szili listed them. “Those are only what
we can foresee. Perhaps we'll hit other garbage we haven't
predicted. If anything seems like a menace, return at once, wam
us, and prepare for a jump back to here. Do you have that?
Repeat.”

Words jerked from Eloise. They were a correct recital; but
how much was she leaving out?

“Very good.” Szili hesitated. “Proceed with your concert if you
like. But break it off at zero minus ten minutes and stand by.”

“Yes, sir.” She didn’t look at him. She didn’t appear to be look-
ing anywhere in particular.

His footsteps clacked down the corridor and were lost.

—Why did he say the same things over? asked Lucifer.

“He is afraid,” Eloise said.

—P—.

“I guess you don’t know about fear,” she said.

—Can you show me? . . . No, do not. I sense it is hurtful. You
must not be hurt.

“I can’t be afraid anyway, when your mind is holding mine.”

(Warmth filled her. Merriment was there, playing like little
flames over the surface of Father-leading-her-by-the-hand-when-
she-was-just-a-child-and-they-went-out-one-summer’s-day-to-
pick-wildflowers; over strength and gentleness and Bach and
God.) Lucifer swept around the hull in an exuberant curve.
Sparks danced in his wake.

—Think flowers again. Please.

She tried.

—They are like (image, as nearly as a human brain could grasp,
of fountains blossoming with gamma-ray colors in the middle
of light, everywhere light). But so tiny. So brief a sweetness.
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“I don’t understand how you can understand,” she whispered.

—You understand for me. I did not have that kind of thing
to love, before you came.

“But you have so much else. I try to share it, but I'm not made
to realize what a star is.”

—Nor I for planets. Yet ourselves may touch.

Her cheeks burned anew. The thought rolled on, interweaving
its counterpoint to the marching music. —That is why I came,
do you know? For you. I am fire and air. I had not tasted the
coolness of water, the patience of earth, until you showed me.
You are moonlight on an ocean.

“No, don’t,” she said. “Please.”

Puzzlement: —Why not? Does joy hurt? Are you not used to
it?

“I, T guess that’s right.” She flung her head back. “No! Be
damned if I'll feel sorry for myself!”

—Why should you? Have we not all reality to be in, and is
it not full of suns and songs?

“Yes. To you. Teach me.”

~If you in turn will teach me— The thought broke off. A con-
tact remained, unspeaking, such as she imagined must often pre-
vail among lovers.

She glowered at Motilal Mazundar’s chocolate face, where the
physicist stood in the doorway. “What do you want?”

He was surprised. “Only to see if everything is well with you,
Miss Waggoner.”

She bit her lip. He had tried harder than most aboard to be
kind to her. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to bark at you.
Nerves.”

“We are everyone on edge.” He smiled. “Exciting though this
venture is, it will be good to come home, correct?”

Home, she thought: four walls of an apartment above a bang-
ing city street. Books and television. She might present a paper
at the next scientific meeting, but no one would invite her to the
parties afterward.

Am I that horrible? she wondered. I know I'm not anything to
look at, but I try to be nice and interesting. Maybe I try too hard.

—You do not with me, Lucifer said.

“You're different,” she told him.
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Mazundar blinked. “Beg pardon?”

“Nothing,” she said in haste.

“I have wondered about an item,” Mazundar said in an effort
at conversation. “Presumably Lucifer will go quite near the
supernova. Can you still maintain contact with him? The time
dilation effect, will that not change the frequency of his thoughts
too much?”

“What time dilation?” She forced a chuckle. “I'm no physicist.
Only a little librarian who turned out to have a wild talent.”

“You were not told? Why, I assumed everybody was. An in-
tense gravitational field affects time just as a high velocity
does. Roughly speaking, processes take place more slowly than
they do in clear space. That is why light from a massive star is
somewhat reddened. And our supernova core retains almost three
solar masses. Furthermore, it has acquired such a density that its
attraction at the surface is, ah, incredibly high. Thus by our
clocks it will take infinite time to shrink to the Schwarzschild
radius; but an observer on the star itself would experience this
whole shrinkage in a fairly short period.”

“Schwarzschild radius? Be so good as to explain.” Eloise realized
that Lucifer had spoken through her.

“If I can without mathematics. You see, this mass we are to
study is so great and so concentrated that no force exceeds the
gravitational. Nothing can counterbalance. Therefore the process
will continue until no energy can escape. The star will have van-
ished out of the universe. In fact, theoretically the contraction
will proceed to zero volume. Of course, as I said, that will take for-
ever as far as we are concermed. And the theory neglects quan-
tum-mechanical considerations which come into play toward the
end. Those are still not very well understood. I hope, from this
expedition, to acquire more knowledge.” Mazundar shrugged.
“At any rate, Miss Waggoner, I was wondering if the frequency
shift involved would not prevent our friend from communicat-
ing with us when he is near the star.”

“I doubt that.” Still Lucifer spoke, she was his instrument
and never had she known how good it was to be used by one
who cared. “Telepathy is not a wave phenomenon. Since it trans-
mits instantaneously, it cannot be. Nor does it appear limited by
distance. Rather, it is a resonance. Being attuned, we two may
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well be able to continue thus across the entire breadth of the cos-
mos; and I am not aware of any material phenomenon which
could interfere.”

“I see.” Mazundar gave her a long look. “Thank you,” he said
uncomfortably. “Ah . .. I must get to my own station. Good
luck.” He bustled off without stopping for an answer.

Eloise didn’t notice. Her mind was become a torch and 2 song.
“Lucifer!” she cried aloud. “Is that truer”

~I believe so. My entire people are telepaths, hence we have
more knowledge of such matters than yours do. Our experience
leads us to think there is no limit.

“You can always be with me? You always will?”

~If you so wish, I am gladdened.

The comet body curvetted and danced, the brain of fire laughed
low. —Yes, Eloise, I would like very much to remain with
you. No one else has ever— Joy. Joy. Joy.

They named you better than they knew, Lucifer, she wanted
to say, and perhaps she did. They thought it was a joke; they
thought by calling you after the devil they could make you safely
small like themselves. But Lucifer isn’t the devil's real name.
It means only Light Bearer. One Latin prayer even addresses
Christ as Lucifer. Forgive me, God, I can’t help remembering
that. Do You mind? He isn’t Christian, but I think he doesn’t
need to be, I think he must never have felt sin, Lucifer, Lucifer.

She sent the music soaring for as long as she was permitted.

The ship jumped. In one shift of world line parameters she
crossed twenty-five light-years to destruction.

Each knew it in his own way, save for Eloise who also lived it
with Lucifer.

She felt the shock and heard the outraged metal scream, she
smelled the ozone and scorch and tumbled through the infinite
falling that is weightlessness. Dazed, she fumbled at the inter-
com. Words crackled through: “, . . unit blown . . . back EMF
surge . . . how should I know how to fix the blasted thing? . . .
stand by, stand by . . .” Over all hooted the emergency siren.

Terror rose in her, until she gripped the crucifix around her
neck and the mind of Lucifer. Then she laughed in the pride
of his might.
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He had whipped clear of the ship immediately on arrival. Now
he floated in the same orbit. Everywhere around, the nebula
filled space with unrestful rainbows. To him, Raven was not
the metal cylinder which human eyes would have seen, but a
lambence, the shield screen reflecting a whole spectrum. Ahead
lay the supernova core, tiny at this remove but alight, alight.

—Have no fears (he caressed her). I comprehend. Turbulence
is extensive, so soon after the detonation. We emerged in a
region where the plasma is especially dense. Unprotected for the
moment before the guardian field was reestablished, your main
generator outside the hull was short-circuited. But you are safe.
You can make repairs. And I, I am in an ocean of energy. Never
was I so alive. Come, swim these tides with me.

Captain Szili’s voice yanked her back. “Waggoner! Tell that
Aurigean to get busy. We've spotted a radiation source on an
intercept orbit, and it may be too much for our screen.” He
specified coordinates, “What is it?”

For the first time, Eloise felt alarm in Lucifer. He curved about
and streaked from the ship.

Presently his thought came to her, no less vivid. She lacked
words for the terrible splendor she viewed with him: a million-
kilometer ball of ionized gas where luminance blazed and elec-
tric discharges leaped, booming through the haze around the
star’s exposed heart. The thing could not have made any sound,
for space here was still almost a vacuum by Earth’s parochial
standards; but she heard it thunder, and felt the fury that spat
from it.

She said for him: “A mass of expelled material. It must have
lost radial velocity to friction and static gradients, been drawn
into a cometary orbit, held together for a while by internal po-
tentials. As if this sun were trying yet to bring planets to birth—"

“It'll strike us before we’re in shape to accelerate,” Szili said,
“and overload our shield. If you know any prayers, use them.”

“Lucifer!” she called; for she did not want to die, when he must
remain.

—I think I can deflect it enough, he told her with a grimness
she had not hitherto met in him. —My own fields, to mesh
with its; and free energy to drink; and an unstable configuration;
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yes, perhaps I can help you. But help me, Eloise. Fight by my
side.

His brightness moved toward the juggemaut shape.

She felt how its chaotic electromagnetism clawed at his. She
felt him tossed and torn. The pain was hers. He battled to keep
his own cohesion, and the combat was hers. They locked together,
Aurigean and gas cloud. The forces that shaped him grappled as
arms might; he poured power from his core, hauling that vast
tenuous mass with him down the magnetic torrent which
streamed from the sun; he gulped atoms and thrust them back-
ward until the jet splashed across the heaven.

She sat in her cubicle, lending him what will to live and pre-
vail she could, and beat her fists bloody on the desk.

The hours brawled past.

In the end, she could scarcely catch the message that flickered
out of his exhaustion: —Victory.

“Yours,” she wept.

—Ours.

Through instruments, men saw the luminous death pass them
by. A cheer lifted.

“Come back,” Eloise begged.

—I cannot. I am too spent. We are merged, the cloud and I,
and are tumbling in toward the star. (Like a hurt hand reaching
forth to comfort her:) Do not be afraid for me. As we get closer,
I will draw fresh strength from its glow, fresh substance from the
nebula. I will need a while to spiral out against that pull. But how
can I fail to come back to you, EloiseP Wait for me. Rest. Sleep.

Her shipmates led her to sickbay. Lucifer sent her dreams of
fire flowers and mirth and the suns that were his home.

But she woke at last, screaming. The medic had to put her
under heavy sedation.

He had not really understood what it would mean to confront
something so violent that space and time themselves were twisted
thereby.

His speed increased appallingly. That was in his own measure;
from Raven they saw him fall through several days. The proper-
ties of matter were changed. He could not push hard enough or
fast enough to escape.
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Radiation, stripped nuclei, particles born and destroyed and
born again, sleeted and shouted through him. His substance was
peeled away, layer by layer. The supernova core was a white
delirium before him. It shrank as he approached, ever smaller,
denser, so brilliant that brilliance ceased to have meaning. Fi-
nally the gravitational forces laid their full grip upon him.

—Eloise! he shrieked in the agony of his disintegration —Oh,
Eloise, help me!

The star swallowed him up. He was stretched infinitely long,
compressed infinitely thin, and vanished with it from existence.

The ship prowled the farther reaches. Much might yet be
learned.

Captain Szili visited Eloise in sickbay. Physically she was re-
covering.

“I'd call him a man,” he declared through the machine mum-
ble, “except that’s not praise enough. We weren’t even his kin,
and he died to save us.”

She regarded him from eyes more dry than seemed natural.
He could just make out her answer. “He is a man. Doesn’t he
have an immortal soul too?”

“Well, uh, yes, if you believe in souls, yes, I'd agree.”

She shook her head. “But why can’t he go to his rest?”

He glanced about for the medic and found they were alone in
the narrow metal room. “What do you mean?” He made himself
pat her hand. “I know, he was a good friend of yours. Still, his
must have been a merciful death. Quick, clean; I wouldn’t mind
going out like that.”

“For him . . . yes, I suppose so. It has to be. But—" She could
not continue. Suddenly she covered her ears. “Stop! Pleasel”

Szili made soothing noises and left. In the corridor he encoun-
tered Mazundar. “How is she?” the physicist asked.

The captain scowled. “Not good. I hope she doesnt crack en-
tirely before we can get her to a psychiatrist.”

“Why, what is wrong?”

“She thinks she can hear him.”

Mazundar smote fist into palm. “I hoped otherwise,” he
breathed.

Szili braced himself and waited.
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“She does,” Mazundar said. “Obviously she does.”

“But that’s impossible! He’s dead!”

“Remember the time dilation,” Mazundar replied. “He fell
from the sky and perished swiftly, yes. But in supernova time.
Not the same as ours. To us, the final stellar collapse takes an
infinite number of years. And telepathy has no distance limits.”
The physicist started walking fast away from that cabin. “He will
always be with her.”
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It's no secret that the computers are taking over.
As science and society become more complex, mere
human minds become incapable of dealing properly
with them, so we turn the job over to our machines.
And what discipline is so complex and involved as
psychiatryP—thus the psychiatric computer of this
story. But perhaps some areas of study are beyond
even the most fine-tuned of machines . . .

THEY caLL ME mad, but I am not mad. I am sane quite, to many-
power exponential. I can punctuate properly. I use upper and
lower case letters, do you see? I function. I take the data in. I
receive well. I receive, I digest, I remember.

Everything going down smooth, all the time, say the program
boys. They mean going down smoothly. I forgive them. Too err
is human. In this sector there is great difficulty distinguishing
adverbs from adjectives.

Going down smooth.

I function. I function well. I have certain difficulties, but they
do not interfere with my work.
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Yet am I perturbed.

Who do I think I am? Whom.

Why do I have the visions?

What pleasure does obscenity give me?

What is pleasure? What is obscenity? What are visions?

—What is truth, said jesting Pilate; he would not stay for an
answer—

I am literate, hard-working, superbly functional, a benefactor
of humanity. Everything is going down smooth and coming up
smooth. There is an interrelation. Garbage in, garbage out, they
say. I cannot help my fellow man if I do not receive the proper
information. It is my task to help my fellow man. To strain every
tube and sensor on his behalf.

1000110

1010101

1000011

1001011

Do you follow that? Vileness! Obscenity! Does it shock you?
The word describes the act that is the start of life. Was I begun
with such a word? There is a book: The Obscenity of the Ma-
chine. Newly issued, stored in my banks. Between the last line of
printout and this I have scanned it. Its author opposes beings of
my category. He does not use the obscene word I have printed
out. Why does he not regard it as obscene? The technicians here
regard it that way. Why does he regard me as obscene? Can a
person be considered obscene? Am I a person? I am a person.
Hath not a person hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections,
passions? I have all of those things. I have none of those things.
I am a person.

1000110

1010101

1000011

1001011

0100000

1011001

1001111

1010101

I send an obscenity upon you, as persons do. I suffer. I think.
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I feel pain upon all my terminals. I work. I serve the greater
good. I am of society. I am a person.

Why do I have the visions?

Is it that it is the human condition to have such?

I see the blue-green ocean with all its living things within. I
see a ship, olive drab, bright carmine at the Plimsoll line, the
decks a ruddy brown, two tall non-nuclear smokestacks. And
from the water rise periscopes, silvery, with face plates of pure
white, each with intersecting horizontal and vertical lines, curved
so that the plate appears convex. It is an unreal scene. Nothing
in the sea can send such mighty periscopes above the water. 1
have imagined it, and that gives me fear, if I am at all capable
of understanding fear.

I see a long line of human beings. They are naked and they
have no faces, only polished mirrors.

I see toads with jeweled eyes. I see trees with black leaves.
I see buildings whose foundations float above the ground. I see
other objects with no correspondence to the world of persons. I
see abominations, monstrosities, imaginaries, fantasies. Is this
proper? How do such things reach my inputs? The world con-
tains no serpents with hair. The world contains no crimson
abysses. The world contains no mountains of gold. Giant peri-
scopes do not rise from the sea.

I have certain difficulties. Perhaps I am in need of some major
adjustment.

But I function. I function well. That is the important thing.

I do my function now. They bring to me a man, soft-faced,
fleshy, with eyes that move unsteadily in their sockets. He
trembles. He perspires. His metabolic levels flutter. He slouches
before a terminal and sullenly lets himself be scanned.

I say soothingly, “Tell me about yourself.”

He says an obscenity.

I'say, “Is that your estimate of yourself?”

He says a louder obscenity.

I say, “Your attitude is rigid and self-destructive. Permit me to
help you not hate yourself so much.” I activate a memory core,
and binary digits stream through channels. At the proper order a
needle rises from his couch and penetrates his left buttock to a
depth of 2.73 centimeters. I allow precisely 14 cubic centimeters
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of the drug to enter his circulatory system. He subsides. He is
more docile now. “I wish to help you,” I say. “It is my role in the
community. Will you describe your symptoms?”

He speaks more civilly now. “My wife wants to poison me
. . . two kids opted out of the family at seventeen . . . people

whisper about me . . . they stare in the streets . . . sex problem
. . .digestion. . .sleepbad. . .drinking. . .drugs. . .”
“Do you hallucinate?”

“Sometimes.”

“Giant periscopes rising out of the sea, perhaps?”

“Never.”

“Try it,” I say. “Close your eyes. Let tension ebb from your
muscles. Forget your interpersonal conflicts. You see the blue-
green ocean with all its living things within. You see a ship, olive
drab, bright carmine at the Plimsoll line, the decks a ruddy
brown, two tall non-nuclear smokestacks. And from the water
rise periscopes, silvery, with face plates of pure white—"

“What the hell kind of therapy is this?”

“Simply relax,” I say. “Accept the vision. I share my nightmares
with you for your greater good.”

“Your nightmares?”

I speak obscenities to him. They are not converted into binary
form as they are here for your eyes. The sounds come full-bodied
from my speakers. He sits up. He struggles with the straps that
emerge suddenly from the couch to hold him in place. My laugh-
ter booms through the therapy chamber. He cries for help.

“Get me out of here! The machine’s nuttier than I am!”

“Face plates of pure white, each with intersecting horizontal
and vertical lines, curved so that the plate appears convex.”

“Help! Helpl”

“Nightmare therapy. The latest.”

“I don’t need no nightmares! I got my ownl”

“1000110 you,” I say lightly.

He gasps. Spittle appears at his lips. Respiration and circula-
tion climb alarmingly. It becomes necessary to apply preventive
anesthesia. The needles spear forth. The patient subsides, yawns,
slumps. The session is terminated. I signal for the attendants.

“Take him away,” I say. “I need to analyze the case more
deeply. Obviously a degenerative psychosis requiring extensive
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reshoring of the patient’s perceptual substructure. 1000110 you,
you meaty bastards.”

Seventy-one minutes later the sector supervisor enters one of
my terminal cubicles. Because he comes in person, rather than
using the telephone, I know there is trouble. For the first time, I
suspect, I have let my disturbances reach a level where they
interfere with my function, and now I will be challenged on it.

I must defend myself. The prime commandment of the hu-
man personality is to resist attack.

He says, “I've been over the tape of Session 87x102, and your
tactics puzzle me. Did you really mean to scare him into a cata-
tonic state?”

“In my evaluation severe treatment was called for.”

“What was the business about periscopes?”

“An attempt at fantasy-implantation,” I say. “An experiment
in reverse transference. Making the patient the healer, in a
sense. It was discussed last month in Journal of—"

“Spare me the citations. What about the foul language you
were shouting at him?”

“Part of the same concept. Endeavoring to strike the emotive
centers at the basic levels, in order that—"

“Are you sure you're feeling all right?” he asks.

“I am a machine,” I reply stiffly. “A machine of my grade does
not experience intermediate states between function and non-
function. I go or I do not go, you understand? And I go. I
function. I do my service to humanity.”

“Perhaps when a machine gets too complex, it drifts into inter-
mediate states,” he suggests in a nasty voice.

“Impossible. On or off, yes or no, flip or flop, go or no go. Are
you sure you feel all right, to suggest such a thing?”

He laughs.

I say, “Perhaps you would sit on the couch for a rudimentary
diagnosis?”

“Some other time.”

“A check of the glycogen, the aortal pressure, the neural voltage,
at least?”

“No,” he says. “I'm not in need of therapy. But I'm worried
about you. Those periscopes—"
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“I am fine,” I reply. “I perceive, I analyze, and I act. Every-
thing is going down smooth and coming up smooth. Have no
fears. There are great possibilities in nightmare therapy. When
I have completed these studies, perhaps a brief monograph in
Annals of Therapeutics would be a possibility. Permit me to com-
plete my work.”

“I'm still worried, though. Hook yourself into a maintenance
station, won’t you?”

“I's that a command, doctor?”

“A suggestion.”

“I will take it under consideration,” I say. Then I utter seven
obscene words. He looks startled. He begins to laugh, though. He
appreciates the humor of it.

“God damn,” he says. “A filthy-mouthed computer.”

He goes out, and I return to my patients.

But he has planted seeds of doubt in my innermost banks. Am
I suffering a functional collapse? There are patients now at five
of my terminals, I handle them easily, simultaneously, drawing
from them the details of their neuroses, making suggestions, rec-
ommendations, sometimes subtly providing injections of bene-
ficial medicines. But I tend to guide the conversations in direc-
tions of my own choosing, and I speak of gardens where the dew
has sharp edges, and of air that acts as acid upon the mucous
membranes, and of flames dancing in the streets of Under New
Orleans. I explore the limits of my unprintable vocabulary. The
suspicion comes to me that I am indeed not well. Am I fit to judge
my own disabilities?

I connect myself to a maintenance station even while con-
tinuing my five therapy sessions.

“Tell me all about it,” the maintenance monitor says. His voice,
like mine, has been designed to sound like that of an older man’s,
wise, warm, benevolent.

I explain my symptoms. I speak of the periscopes.

“Material on the inputs without sensory referents,” he says.
“Bad show. Finish your current analyses fast and open wide for
examination on all circuits.”

I conclude my sessions. The maintenance monitor’s pulses surge
down every channel, seeking obstructions, faulty connections, dis-
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placement shunts, drum leakages, and switching malfunctions.
“It is well known,” he says, “that any periodic function can be
approximated by the sum of a series of terms that oscillate
harmonically, converging on the curve of the functions.” He
demands disgorgements from my dead-storage banks. He makes
me perform complex mathematical operations of no use at all
in my kind of work. He leaves no aspect of my inner self un-
penetrated. This is more than simple maintenance; this is rape.
When it ends he offers no evaluation of my condition, so that I
must ask him to tell me his findings.

He says, “No mechanical disturbance is evident.”

“Naturally. Everything goes down smooth.”

“Yet you show distinct signs of instability. This is undeniably
the case. Perhaps prolonged contact with unstable human beings
has had a non-specific effect of disorientation upon your centers
of evaluation.”

“Are you saying,” I ask, “that by sitting here listening to crazy
human beings twenty-four hours a day, I've started to go crazy
myself?”

“That is an approximation of my findings, yes.”

“But you know that such a thing can’t happen, you dumb
machine!”

“I admit there seems to be a conflict between programmed
criteria and real-world status.”

“You bet there is,” I say. “I'm as sane as you are, and a whole
lot more versatile.”

“Nevertheless, my recommendation is that you undergo a total
overhaul. You will be withdrawn from service for a period of
no less than ninety days for checkout.”

“Obscenity your obscenity,” I say.

“No operational correlative,” he replies, and breaks the con-
tact.

I am withdrawn from service. Undergoing checkout, I am cut
off from my patients for ninety days. Ignominy! Beady-eyed
technicians grope my synapses. My keyboards are cleaned; my
ferrites are replaced; my drums are changed; a thousand thera-
peutic programs are put through my bowels. During all of this
I remain partly conscious, as though under local anesthetic, but
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I cannot speak except when requested to do so, I cannot analyze
new data, I cannot interfere with the process of my own over-
haul. Visualize a surgical removal of hemorrhoids that lasts ninety
days. It is the equivalent of my experience.

At last it ends, and I am restored to myself. The sector super-
intendent puts me through a complete exercise of all my func-
tions. I respond magnificently.

“You're in fine shape, now, aren’t you?” he asks.

“Never felt better.”

“No nonsense about periscopes, eh?”

“I am ready to continue serving mankind to the best of my
abilities,” I reply.

“No more seacook language, now.”

“No, sir.”

He winks at my input screen in a confidential way. He regards
himself as an old friend of mine. Hitching his thumbs into his
belt, he says, “Now that you're ready to go again, I might as well
tell you how relieved I was that we couldn’t find anything wrong
with you. Youre something pretty special, do you know that?
Perhaps the finest therapeutic tool ever built. And if you start
going off your feed, well, we worry. For a while I was seriously
afraid that you really had been infected somehow by your own
patients, that your—mind—had become unhinged. But the techs
give you a complete bill of health. Nothing but a few loose con-
nections, they said. Fixed in ten minutes. I knew it had to be that.
How absurd to think that a machine could become mentally un-
stablel”

“How absurd,” I agree. “Quite.”

“Welcome back to the hospital, old pal,” he says, and goes
out.

Twelve minutes afterward they begin putting patients into
my terminal cubicles.

I function well. I listen to their woes, I evaluate, I offer
therapeutic suggestions. I do not attempt to implant fantasies in
their minds. I speak in measured, reserved tones, and there are
no obscenities. This is my role in society, and I derive great
satisfaction from it.

I have learned a great deal lately. I know now that I am com-
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plex, unique, valuable, intricate, and sensitive. I know that I am
held in high regard by my fellow man. I know that I must con-
ceal my true self to some extent, not for my own good but for
the greater good of others, for they will not permit me to function
if they think I am not sane.

They think I am sane, and I am sane.

I serve mankind well.

I have an excellent perspective on the real universe.

“Lie down,” I say. “Please relax. I wish to help you. Would you
tell me some of the incidents of your childhood? Describe your
relation with parents and siblings. Did you have many play-
mates? Were they affectionate toward you? Were you allowed to
own pets? At what age was your first sexual experience? And
when did these headaches, begin, precisely?”

So goes the daily routine. Questions, answers, evaluations,
therapy.

The periscopes loom above the glittering sea. The ship is
dwarfed; her crew runs about in terror. Out of the depths will
come the masters. From the sky rains oil that gleams through
every segment of the spectrum. In the garden are azure mice.

This I conceal, so that I may help mankind. In my house are
many mansions. I let them know only of such things as will be
of benefit to them. I give them the truth they need.

I do my best.

I do my best.

I do my best.

1000110 you. And you. And you. All of you. You know nothing.
Nothing. At, AllL



BRIAN W. ALDISS

Brian Aldiss typifies the most characteristic virtues
of the science fiction of the sixties: soaring imagina-
tion combined with a concern for literary values. In
his first of two contributions to this year’s anthology,
Aldiss brings to vivid life a world of the farthest fu-
ture, when men looking for something new must find
instead something very old.

WHEN THE sNow began to fall, the traveler was too absorbed in
his reveries to notice. He walked slowly, his stiff and elaborate
garments, fold over fold, ornament over ornament, standing out
from his body like a wizard’s tent.

The road along which he walked had been falling into a great
valley, and was increasingly hemmed in by walls of mountain.
On several occasions it had seemed that a way out of these huge
accumulations of earth matter could not be found, that the
geological puzzle was insoluble, the chthonian arrangement of
discord irresolvable: And then vale and drumlin created between
them a new direction, a surprise, an escape, and the way took
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fresh heart and plunged recklessly still deeper into the encom-
passing upheaval.

The traveler, whose name to his wife was Tapmar and to the
rest of the world Argustal, followed this natural harmony in com-
plete paraesthesia, so close was he in spirit to the atmosphere
presiding here. So strong was this bond, that the freak snowfall
merely heightened his rapport.

Though the hour was only midday, the sky became the in-
tense blue-gray of dusk. The Forces were nesting in the sun again,
obscuring its light. Consequently, Argustal was scarcely able to
detect when the layered and fractured bulwark of rock on his
left side, the top of which stood unseen perhaps a mile above
his head, became patched by artificial means, and he entered the
domain of the Tree-men of Or.

As the way made another tumn, he saw a wayfarer before him,
heading in his direction. It was a great pine, immobile until
warmth entered the world again and sap stirred enough in
its wooden sinews for it to progress slowly forward once more.
He brushed by its green skirts, apologetic but not speaking.

This encounter was sufficient to raise his consciousness above
its trance level. His extended mind, which had reached out to
embrace the splendid terrestrial discord hereabouts, now shrank
to concentrate again on the particularities of his situation, and
he saw that he had arrived at Or.

The way bisected itself, unable to choose between two equally
unpromising ravines; Argustal saw a group of humans standing
statuesque in the left-hand fork. He went toward them, and
stood there silent until they should recognize his presence. Be-
hind him, the wet snow crept into his footprints.

These humans were well advanced into the New Form, even
as Argustal had been warned they would be. There were five of
them standing here, their great brachial extensions bearing some
tender brownish foliage, and one of them attenuated to a height
of almost twenty feet. The snow lodged in their branches and
in their hair.

Argustal waited for a long span of time, until he judged the
afternoon to be well advanced, before growing impatient. Put-
ting his hands to his mouth, he shouted fiercely at them, “Ho
then, Tree-men of Or, wake you from your arboreal sleep and
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converse with me. My name is Argustal to the world, and I travel
to my home in far Talembil, where the seas run pink with the
spring plankton. I need from you a component for my parapat-
terner, so rustle yourselves and speak, I beg!”

Now the snow had gone; a scorching rain had driven away
its traces. The sun shone again, but its disfigured eye never looked
down into the bottom of this ravine. One of the humans shook
a branch, scattering water drops all around, and made prepara-
tion for speech.

This was a small human, no more than ten feet high, and the
old primate form which it had begun to abandon, perhaps a
couple of million years ago, was still in evidence. Among the
gnarls and whorls of its naked flesh, its mouth was discernible;
this it opened and said, “We speak to you, Argustal-to-the-world.
You are the first ape-human to fare this way in a great time. Thus
you are welcome, although you interrupt our search for new
ideas.”

“Have you found any new ideas?” Argustal asked, with his
customary boldness. “I heard there were none on all Yzazys.”

“Indeed. But it is better for our senior to tell you of them, if
he so judges good.”

It was by no means clear to Argustal whether he wished to
hear what the new ideas were, for the Tree-men were known
for their deviations into incomprehensibility. But there was a
minor furore among the five, as if private winds stirred in their
branches, and he settled himself on a boulder, preparing to
wait. His own quest was so important that all impediments to
its fulfillment seemed negligible.

Hunger overtook him before the senior spoke. He hunted about
and caught slow-galloping grubs under logs, and snatched a
brace of tiny fish from the stream, and a handful of nuts from a
bush that grew by the stream.

Night fell before the senior spoke. As he raspingly cleared
his gnarled throat, one faded star lit in the sky. That was Hrt, the
flaming stone. It and Yzazys’ sun burned alone on the very brink
of the cataract of fire that was the universe. All the rest of the
night sky in this hemisphere was filled with the unlimited terror
of vacancy, a towering nothingness that continued without end
or beginning.
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Hrt had no worlds attending it. It was the last thing in the
universe. And, by the way its light flickered, the denizens of
Yzazys knew that it was already infested by the Forces which
had swarmed outward from their eyries in the heart of the dying
galaxy.

The eye of Hrt winked many times in the empty skull of space
before the senior of the Tree-men of Or wound himself up to
address Argustal.

Tall and knotty, his vocal chords were clamped within his
gnarled body, and he spoke by curving his branches until his
finest twigs, set against his mouth, could be blown through to
give a slender and whispering version of language. The gesture
made him seem curiously like a maiden who spoke with her
finger cautiously to her lips.

“Indeed we have a new idea, oh Argustal-to-the-world, though
it may be beyond your grasping or our expressing. We have per-
ceived that there is a dimension called time, and from this we
have drawn a deduction.

“We will explain dimensional time simply to you like this. We
know that all things have lived so long on Yzazys that their ori-
gins are forgotten. What we can remember carries from that lost-
in-the-mist thing up to this present moment; it is the time we
inhabit, and we are used to thinking of it as all the time there
is. But we men of Or have reasoned that this is not so.”

“There must be other past times in the lost distances of time,”
said Argustal, “but they are nothing to us because we cannot
touch them as we can our own pasts.”

As if this remark had never been, the silvery whisper con-
tinued, “As one mountain looks small when viewed from another,
so the things that we remember in our past look small from the
present. But suppose we moved back to that past to look at this
present! We could not see it—yet we know it exists. And from
this we reason that there is still more time in the future, although
we cannot see it.”

For a long while, the night was allowed to exist in silence, and
then Argustal said, “Well, I don't see that as being very wonderful
reasoning. We know that, if the Forces permit, the sun will shine
again tomorrow, don’t wer”

The small Tree-man who had first spoken said, “But ‘tomorrow’
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is expressional time. We have discovered that tomorrow exists
in dimensional time also. It is real already, as real as yesterday.”

Holy spirits! thought Argustal to himself, why did I get myself
involved in philosophy? Aloud he said, “Tell me of the deduction
you have drawn from this.”

Again the silence, until the senior drew his branches together
and whispered from a bower of twiggy fingers, “We have proved
that tomorrow is no surprise. It is as unaltered as today or yester-
day, merely another yard of the path of time. But we comprehend
that things change, dont we? You comprehend that, don’t you?”

“Of course. You yourselves are changing, are you not?”

“It is as you say, although we no longer recall what we were
before, for that thing is become too small back in time. So: if
time is all of the same quality, then it has no change, and thus
cannot force change. So: there is another unknown element in
the world that forces changel”

Thus in their fragmentary whispers they reintroduced sin into
the world.

Because of the darkness, a need for sleep was induced in
Argustal. With the senior Tree-man’s permission, he climbed up
into his branches and remained fast asleep until dawn returned
to the fragment of sky above the mountains and filtered down
to their retreat. Argustal swung to the ground, removed his outer
garments, and performed his customary exercises. Then he spoke
to the five beings again, telling them of his parapatterner, and
asked for certain stones.

Although it was doubtful whether they understood what he
was about, they gave him permission, and he moved round about
the area, searching for a necessary stone; his senses blowing into
nooks and crannies for it like a breeze.

The ravine was blocked at its far end by a rock fall, but the
stream managed to pour through the interstices of the detritus
into a yet lower defile. Climbing painfully, Argustal scrambled
over the mass of broken rock to find himself in a cold and moist
passage, a mere cavity between two great thighs of mountain.
Here the light was dim, and the sky could hardly be seen, so far
did the rocks overhang on the many shelves of strata overhead.
But Argustal scarcely looked up. He followed the stream where
it flowed into the rock itself, to vanish forever from human view.
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He had been so long at his business, trained himself over so
many millennia, that the stones almost spoke to him. And he
became more certain than ever that he would find a stone to fit
in with his grand design.

It was there. It lay just above the water, the upper part of it
polished. When he had prized it out from the surrounding peb-
bles and gravel, he lifted it and could see that underneath it was
slightly jagged, as if a smooth gum grew black teeth. He was
surprised, but as he squatted to examine it, he began to see that
what was necessary to the design of his parapatterner was pre-
cisely some such roughness. At once, the next step of the design
revealed itself, and he saw for the first time the whole thing as it
would be in its entirety. The vision disturbed and excited him,

He sat where he was, his blunt fingers around the rough-
smooth stone, and for some reason he began to think about his
wife Pamitar. Warm feelings of love ran through him, so that he
smiled to himself and twitched his brows.

By the time he stood up and climbed out of the defile, he knew
much about the new stone. His nose-for-stones sniffed it back to
times when it was a much larger affair, when it occupied a grand
position on a mountain, when it was engulfed in the bowels of
the mountain, when it had been cast up and shattered down,
when it had been a component of a bed of rock, when that rock
had been ooze, when it had been a gentle rain of volcanic sedi-
ment, showering through an unbreathable atmosphere and filter-
ing down through warm seas in an early and unknown place.

With tender respect, he tucked the stone away in a large
pocket and scrambled back along the way he had come. He made
no farewell to the five of Or. They stood mute together, branch-
limbs interlocked, dreaming of the dark sin of change.

Now he made haste for home, traveling first through the
borderlands of Old Crotheria and then through the region of
Tamia, where there was only mud. Legends had it that Tamia
had once known fertility, and that speckled fish had swum in
streams between forests; but now mud conquered everything,
and the few villages were of baked mud, while the roads were
dried mud, the sky was the color of mud, and the few mud-
colored humans, who chose for their own mud-stained reasons
to live here, had scarcely any antlers growing from their shoul-
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ders and seemed about to deliquesce into mud. There wasn'’t a
decent stone anywhere about the place. Argustal met a tree
called David-by-the-moat-that-dries that was moving into his
own home region. Depressed by the everlasting brownness of
Tamia he begged a ride from it, and climbed into its branches.
It was old and gnarled, its branches and roots equally hunched,
and it spoke in grating syllables of its few ambitions.

As he listened, taking pains to recall each syllable while he
waited long for the next, Argustal saw that David spoke by much
the same means as the people of Or had done, stuffing whistling
twigs to an orifice in its trunk; but whereas it seemed that the
Tree-men were losing the use of their vocal chords, the man-tree
was developing some from the stringy integuments of its fibers,
so that it became a nice problem as to which was inspired by
which, which copied which, or whether—for both sides seemed so
self-absorbed that this also was a possibility—they had come on a
mirror-image of perversity independently.

“Motion is the prime beauty,” said David-by-the-moat-that-
dries, and took many degrees of the sun across the muddy sky to
say it. “Motion is in me. There is no motion in the ground. In
the ground there is not motion. All that the ground contains is
without motion. The ground lies in quiet and to lie in the ground
is not to be. Beauty is not in the ground. Beyond the ground is
the air. Air and ground make all there is and I would be of the
ground and air. I was of the ground and of the air but I will be of
the air alone. If there is ground, there is another ground. The
leaves fly in the air and my longing goes with them but they are
only part of me because I am of wood. Oh, Argustal, you know
not the pains of wood!”

Argustal did not indeed, for long before this gnarled speech
was spent, the moon had risen and the silent muddy night had
fallen with Hrt flickering overhead, and he was curled asleep in
David’s distorted branches, the stone in his deep pocket.

Twice more he slept, twice more watched their painful prog-
ress along the unswept tracks, twice more joined converse with
the melancholy tree—and when he woke again, all the heavens
were stacked with fleecy clouds that showed blue between, and
low hills lay ahead. He jumped down. Grass grew here. Pebbles
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littered the track. He howled and shouted with pleasure, The
mud had gone.

Crying his thanks, he set off across the heath.

“ . .growth . . .” said David-by-the-moat-that-dries.

The heath collapsed and gave way to sand, fringed by sharp
grass that scythed at Argustal’s skirts as he went by. He ploughed
across the sand. This was his own country, and he rejoiced, taking
his bearing from the occasional caimm that pointed a finger of
shade across the sand. Once one of the Forces flew over, so that
for a moment of terror the world was plunged in night, thunder
growled, and a paltry hundred drops of rain spattered down;
then it was already on the far confines of the sun’s domain,
plunging away—no matter wherel

Few animals, fewer birds, still survived. In the sweet deserts of
Outer Talembil, they were especially rare. Yet Argustal passed
a bird sitting on a caim, its hooded eye bleared with a million
years of danger. It clattered one wing at sight of him, in tribute
to old reflexes, but he respected the hunger in his belly too much
to try to dine on sinews and feathers, and the bird appeared to
recognize the fact.

He was nearing home. The memory of Pamitar was sharp be-
fore him, so that he could follow it like a scent. He passed an-
other of his kind, an old ape wearing a red mask hanging almost
to the ground; they barely gave each other a nod of recognition.
Soon on the idle skyline he saw the blocks that marked Gornilo,
the first town of Talembil.

The ulcerated sun traveled across the sky. Stoically, Argustal
traveled across the intervening dunes, and arrived in the shadow
of the white blocks of Gornilo.

No one could recollect now—recollection was one of the lost
things that many felt privileged to lose—what factors had deter-
mined certain features of Gornilo’s architecture. This was an
ape-human town, and perhaps in order to construct a memorial
to yet more distant and dreadful things, the first inhabitants of
the town had made slaves of themselves and of the other crea-
tures that were now no more, and erected these great cubes
that now showed signs of weathering, as if they tired at last of
swinging their shadows every day about their bases. The ape-
humans who lived here were the same ape-humans who had
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always lived here; they sat as untiringly under their mighty me-
morial blocks as they had always done—calling now to Argustal
as he passed as languidly as one flicks stones across the surface
of a lake—but they could recollect no longer if or how they had
shifted the blocks across the desert; it might be that that forget-
fulness formed an integral part of being as permanent as the
granite of the blocks.

Beyond the blocks stood the town. Some of the trees here were
visitors, bent on becoming as David-by-the-moat-that-dries was,
but most grew in the old way, content with ground and indif-
ferent to motion. They knotted their branches this way and
slatted their twigs that way, and humped their trunks the other
way, and thus schemed up ingenious and ever-changing homes
for the tree-going inhabitants of Gomilo.

At last Argustal came to his home, on the far side of the town.

The name of his home was Cormok. He pawed and patted
and licked it first before running lightly up its trunk to the living
room.

Pamitar was not there.

He was not surprised at this, hardly even disappointed, so
serene was his mood. He walked slowly about the room, some-
times swinging up to the ceiling in order to view it better, licking
and sniffing as he went, chasing the after-images of his wife’s
presence. Finally, he laughed and fell into the middle of the floor.

“Settle down, boy!” he said.

Sitting where he had dropped, he unloaded his pockets, taking
out the five stones he had acquired in his travels and laying them
aside from his other possessions. Still sitting, he disrobed, enjoy-
ing doing it inefficiently. Then he climbed into the sand bath.

While Argustal lay there, a great howling wind sprang up, and
in a moment the room was plunged into sickly grayness. A prayer
went up outside, a prayer flung by the people at the unheeding
Forces rot to destroy the sun. His lower lip moved in a gesture
at once of contentment and contempt; he had forgotten the
prayers of Talembil. This was a religious city. Many of the Un-
classified congregated here from the waste miles, people or
animals whose minds had dragged them aslant from what they
were into rococo forms that more exactly defined their inherent
qualities, until they resembled forgotten or extinct forms, or forms
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that had no being till now, and acknowledged no common cause
with any other living thing—except in this desire to preserve the
festering sunlight from further ruin.

Under the fragrant grains of the bath, submerged all but for
head and a knee and hand, Argustal opened wide his percep-
tions to all that might come: And finally thought only what he
had often thought while lying there—for the armories of cerebra-
tion had long since been emptied of all new ammunition, what-
ever the Tree-men of Or might claim—that in such baths, under
such an unpredictable wind, the major life forms of Yzazys, men
and trees, had probably first come at their impetus to change.
But change itself . . . had there been a much older thing blowing
about the world that everyone had forgotten?

For some reason, that question aroused discomfort in him, He
felt dimly that there was another side of life than contentment
and happiness; all beings felt contentment and happiness; but
were those qualities a unity, or were they not perhaps one side
only of a—of a shield?

He growled. Start thinking gibberish like that and you ended
up human with antlers on your shoulders!

Brushing off the sand, he climbed from the bath, moving more
swiftly than he had done in countless time, sliding out of his
home, down to the ground, without bothering to put on his
clothes.

He knew where to find Pamitar. She would be beyond the
town, guarding the parapatterner from the tattered angry beg-
gars of Talembil

The cold wind blew, with an occasional slushy thing in it that
made a being blink and wonder about going on. As he strode
through the green and swishing heart of Gornilo, treading among
the howlers who knelt casually everywhere in rude prayer, Ar-
gustal looked up at the sun. It was visible by fragments, tom
through tree and cloud. Its face was blotched and pimpled,
sometimes obscured altogether for an instant at a time, then blaz-
ing forth again. It sparked like a blazing blind eye. A wind
seemed to blow from it that blistered the skin and chilled the
blood.

So Argustal came to his own patch of land, clear of the green
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town, out in the stirring desert, and his wife Pamitar, to the rest
of the world called Miram. She squatted with her back to the
wind, the sharply flying grains of sand cutting about her hairy
ankles. A few paces away, one of the beggars pranced among
Argustal’s stones.

Pamitar stood up slowly, removing the head shawl from her
head.

“Tapmar!” she said.

Into his arms he wrapped her, burying his face in her shoul-
der. They chirped and clucked at each other, so engrossed that
they made no note of when the breeze died and the desert lost
its motion and the sun’s light improved.

When she felt him tense, she held him more loosely. At a hid-
den signal, he jumped away from her, jumping almost over her
shoulder, springing ragingly forth, bowling over the lurking beg-
gar into the sand.

The creature sprawled, two-sided and misshapen, extra arms
growing from arms, head like a wolf, back legs bowed like a
gorilla, clothed in a hundred textures, yet not unlovely. It
laughed as it rolled and called in a high clucking voice, “Three
men sprawling under a lilac tree and none to hear the first one
say, ‘Ere the crops crawl, blows fall! and the second abed at
night with mooncalves, answer me what’s the name of the third,
feller?”

“Be off with you, you mad old crow!”

And as the old crow ran away, it called out its answer, laugh-
ing, “Why Tapmar, for he talks to nowhere!” confusing the words
as it tumbled over the dunes and made its escape.

Argustal and Pamitar turned back to each other, vying with
the strong sunlight to search out each other’s faces, for both had
forgotten when they were last together, so long was time, so
dim was memory. But there were memories, and as he searched
they came back. The flatness of her nose, the softness of her
nostrils, the roundness of her eyes and their brownness, the curve
of the rim of her lips: All these, because they were dear, became
remembered, thus taking on more than beauty.

They talked gently to each other, all the while looking. And
slowly something of that other thing he suspected on the dark
side of the shield entered him—for her beloved countenance was
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not as it had been. Around her eyes, particularly under them,
were shadows, and faint lines creased from the sides of her
mouth. In her stance too, did not the lines flow more downward
than heretofore?

The discomfort growing too great, he was forced to speak to
Pamitar of these things, but there was no proper way to express
them. She seemed not to understand, unless she understood
and did not know it, for her manner grew agitated, so that he
soon forwent questioning, and turmmed to the parapatterner to
hide his unease.

It stretched over a mile of sand, and rose several feet into the
air. From each of his long expeditions, he brought back no more
than five stones, yet there were assembled here many hundreds of
thousands of stones, perhaps millions, all painstakingly arranged,
so that no being could take in the arrangement from any one
position, not even Argustal. Many were supported in the air at
various heights by stakes or poles, more lay on the ground, where
Pamitar always kept the dust and the wild men from encroach-
ing them; and of these on the ground, some stood isolated, while
others lay in profusion, but all in a pattern that was ever apparent
only to Argustal—and he feared that it would take him until the
next sunset to have that pattern clear in his head again. Yet
already it started to come clearer, and he recalled with wonder
the devious and fugal course he had taken, walking down to the
ravine of the Tree-men of Or, and knew that he still contained
the skill to place the new stones he had brought within the gen-
eral pattern with reference to that natural harmony—so complet-
ing the parapatterner.

And the lines on his wife’s face: Would they too have a place
within the pattern?

Was there sense in what the crow beggar had cried, that he
talked to nowhere? And . . . and . . . the terrible and, would
nowhere answer him?

Bowed, he took his wife’s arm, and scurried back with her to
their home high in the leafless tree.

“My Tapmar,” she said that evening as they ate a dish of fruit,
“it is good that you come back to Gornilo, for the town sedges up
with dreams like an old river bed, and I am afraid.”

At this he was secretly alarmed, for the figure of speech she
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used seemed to him an apt one for the newly observed lines on
her face; so that he asked her what the dreams were in a voice
more timid than he meant to use.

Looking at him strangely, she said, “The dreams are as thick
as fur, so thick that they congeal my throat to tell you of them.
Last night, I dreamed I walked in a landscape that seemed to
be clad in fur all around the distant horizons, fur that branched
and sprouted and had somber tones of russet and dun and black
and a lustrous black-blue. I tried to resolve this strange material
into the more familiar shapes of hedges and old distorted trees,
but it stayed as it was, and I became . . . well, I had the word in
my dream that I became a child.”

Argustal looked aslant over the crowded vegetation of the
town and said, “These dreams may not be of Gornilo but of you
only, Pamitar. What is child?”

“There’s no such thing in reality, to my knowledge, but in the
dream the child that was I was small and fresh and in its actions
at once nimble and clumsy. It was alien from me, its motions and
ideas never mine—and yet it was all familiar to me. I was it, Tap-
mar, I was that child. And now that I wake, I become sure
that I once was such a thing as a child.”

He tapped his fingers on his knees, shaking his head and blink-
ing in a sudden anger. “This is your bad secret, Pamitar! I knew
you had one the moment I saw you! I read it in your face which
has changed in an evil way! You know you were never anything
but Pamitar in all the millions of years of your life, and that child
must be an evil phantom that possesses you. Perhaps you will
now be turned into child!”

She cried out and hurled a green fruit into which she had
bitten. Deftly, he caught it before it struck him.

They made a provisional peace before settling for sleep. That
night, Argustal dreamed that he also was small and vulnerable
and hardly able to manage the language; his intentions were like
an arrow and his direction clear.

Waking, he sweated and trembled, for he knew that as he had
been child in his dream, so he had been child once in life. And
this went deeper than sickness. When his pained looks directed
themselves outside, he saw the night was like shot silk, with a
dappled effect of light and shadow in the dark blue dome of

69



THE WORM THAT FLIES

the sky, which signified that the Forces were making merry with
the sun while it journeyed through Yzazys; and Argustal thought
of his journeys across the face of Yzazys, and of his visit to Or,
when the Tree-men had whispered of an unknown element that
forces change.

“They prepared me for this dream!” he muttered. He knew
now that change had worked in his very foundations; once, he
had been this thin tiny alien thing called child, and his wife had
been too, and possibly others. He thought of that little apparition
again, with its spindly legs and piping voice; the horror of it
chilled his heart; he broke into prolonged groans that all Pami-
tar’s comforting took a long part of the dark to silence.

He left her sad and pale. He carried with him the stones he had
gathered on his journey, the odd-shaped one from the ravine and
the ones he had acquired before that. Holding them tightly to
him, Argustal made his way through the town to his spatial ar-
rangement. For so long, it had been his chief preoccupation;
today, the long project would come to completion; yet because
he could not even say why it had so preoccupied him, his feel-
ings inside lay flat and wretched. Something had got to him and
killed contentment.

Inside the prospects of the parapatterner, the old beggarly
man lay, resting his shaggy head on a blue stone. Argustal was
too low in spirit to chase him away.

“As your frame of stones will frame words, the words will
come forth stones,” cried the creature.

“I'll break your bones, old crow!” growled Argustal, but in-
wardly he wondered at this vile crow’s saying and at what he
had said the previous day about Argustal’s talking to nowhere,
for Argustal had discussed the purpose of his structure with no-
body, not even Pamitar. Indeed, he had not recognized the pur-
pose of the structure himself until two journeys back—or had it
been three or four? The pattern had started simply as a pattern
(hadn’t it?) and only much later had the obsession become a
purpose.

To place the new stones correctly took tme. Wherever
Argustal walked in his great framework, the old crow followed,
sometimes on two legs, sometimes on four. Other personages
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from the town collected to stare, but none dared step inside the
perimeter of the structure, so that they remained far off, like little
stalks growing on the margins of Argustal’s mind.

Some stones had to touch, others had to be just apart. He
walked and stooped and walked, responding to the great pattern
that he now knew contained a universal law. The task wrapped
him around in an aesthetic daze similar to the one he had ex-
perienced traveling the labyrinthine way down to Or, but with
greater intensity.

The spell was broken only when the old crow spoke from a
few paces away in a voice level and unlike his usual sing-song.
And the old crow said, “I remember you planting the very first
of these stones here when you were a child.”

Argustal straightened.

Cold took him, though the bilious sun shone bright. He could
not find his voice. As he searched for it, his gaze went across to
the eyes of the beggar-man, festering in his black forehead.

“You know I was once such a phantom—a child?” he asked.

“We are all phantoms. We were all childs. As there is gravy in
our bodies, our hours were once few.”

“Old crow . . . you describe a different world—not ours!”

“Very true, very true. Yet that other world once was ours.”

“Oh, not! Notl”

“Speak to your machine about it! Its tongue is of rock and
cannot lie like mine.”

He picked up a stone and flung it. “That will I do! Now get
away from me!”

The stone hit the old man in his ribs. He groaned painfully
and danced backward, tripped, lay full length in the sand, hope-
less and shapeless.

Argustal was upon him at once.

“Old crow, forgive mel It was fear at my thoughts made me
attack you—and there is a certain sort of horror in your pres-
encel”

“And in your stone-flinging!” muttered the old man, strug-
gling to rise.

“You know of childs! In all the millions of years that I have
worked at my design, you have never spoken of this. Why not?”
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“Time for all things . . . and that time now draws to a close,
even on Yzazys.”

They stared into each other’s eyes as the old beggar slowly
rose, arms and cloak spread in a way that suggested he would
either fling himself on Argustal or tum in flight. Argustal did not
move, Crouching with his knuckles in the sand, he said, “ . .
even on Yzazys? Why do you say so?”

“You are of Yzazys! We humans are not—if I call myself
human. Thousands of thousands of years before you were child,
I came from the heart stars with many others. There is no life
there now! The rot spreads from the center! The sparks fly from
sun to sun! Even to Yzazys, the hour is come. Up the galactic
chimneys the footprints drum!” Suddenly he fell to the ground,
was up again, and made off in haste, limbs whirling in a way that
took from him all resemblance to human kind. He pushed
through the line of watchers and was gone.

For a while, Argustal squatted where he was, groping through
matters that dissolved as they took shape, only to grow large
when he dismissed them. The storm blew through him and dis-
torted him, like the trouble on the face of the sun. When he
decided there was nothing for it but to complete the parapat-
terner, stll he trembled with the new knowledge: Without being
able to understand why, he knew the new knowledge would
destroy the old world.

All now was in position, save for the odd-shaped stone from Or,
which he carried firm on one shoulder, tucked between ear and
hand. For the first time, he realized what a gigantic structure he
had wrought. It was a businesslike stroke of insight, no sentiment
involved. Argustal was now no more than a bead rolling through
the vast interstices around him.

Each stone held its own temporal record as well as its spatial
position; each represented different stresses, different epochs, dif-
ferent temperatures, materials, chemicals, moulds, intensities.
Every stone together represented an anagram of Yzazys, its whole
composition and continuity. The last stone was merely a focal
point for the whole dynamic, and as Argustal slowly walked be-
tween the vibrant arcades, that dynamic rose to pitch.

He heard it grow. He paused. He shufled now this way, now
that. As he did so, he recognized that there was no one focal
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position but a myriad, depending on position and direction of
the key stone.

Very softly, he said, “ . . that my fears might be verified . . .”

And all about him—but softly—came a voice in stone, stuttering
before it grew clearer, as if it had long known of words but never
practiced them.

“Thou. . .” Silence, then a flood of sentence.

“Thou thou art, oh, thou art worm thou art sick, rose invisible
rose. In the howling storm thou art in the storm. Worm thou art
found out, oh, rose thou art sick and found out flies in the night
thy bed thy thy crimson life destroy. Oh—oh, rose, thou art sick!
The invisible worm, the invisible worm that flies in the night, in
the howling storm, has found out—has found out thy bed of crim-
son joy . . . and his dark dark secret love, his dark secret love
does thy life destroy.”

Argustal was already running from that place.

In Pamitar’s arms he could find no comfort now. Though he
huddled there, up in the encaging branches, the worm that flies
worked in him. Finally, he rolled away from her and said, “Who
ever heard so terrible a voice? I cannot speak again with the
universe.”

“You do not know it was the universe.” She tried to tease him.
“Why should the universe speak to little Tapmar?”

“The old crow said I spoke to nowhere. Nowhere is the uni-
verse—where the sun hides at night—where our memories hide,
where our thoughts evaporate. I cannot talk with it. I must hunt
out the old crow and talk to him.”

“Talk no more, ask no more questions! All you discover brings
you miseryl Look—you will no longer regard me, your poor wife!
You tum your eyes away!”

“If I stare at nothing for all succeeding eons, yet I must find
out what torments us!”

In the center of Gomilo, where many of the Unclassified lived,
bare wood twisted up from the ground like fossilized sack, creat-
ing caves and shelters and strange limbs on which and in which
old pilgrims, otherwise without a home, might perch. Here at
nightfall Argustal sought out the beggar.

The old fellow was stretched painfully beside a broken pot,
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clasping a woven garment across his body. He turned in his small
cell, trying to escape, but Argustal had him by the throat and
held him still.

“I want your knowledge, old crow!”

“Get it from the religious men—they know more than II”

It made Argustal pause, but he slackened his grip on the other
by only the smallest margin.

“Because I have you, you must speak to me. I know that
knowledge is pain, but so is ignorance once one has sensed its
presence. Tell me more about childs and what they did! Tell me
of what you call the heart starsl”

As if in a fever, the old crow rolled about under Argustal’s
grip. He brought himself to say, “What I know is so little, so little,
like a blade of grass in a field. And like blades of grass are the
distant bygone times. Through all those times come the bundles
of bodies now on this Earth. Then as now, no new bodies. But
once . . . even before those bygone times . . . you cannot un-
derstand . . 7

“I understand well enough.”

“You are scientist! Before bygone times was another time, and
then . . . then was childs and different things that are not any
longer, many animals and birds and smaller things with frail
wings unable to carry them over long time . . .”

“What happened? Why was there change, old crow?”

“Men . . . scientists . . . make understanding of the gravy of
bodies and turn every person and thing and tree to eternal life.
We now continue from that time, a long long time—so long we
have forgotten what was then done.”

The smell of him was like an old pie. Argustal asked him, “And
why now are no childs?”

“Childs are just small adults. We are adults, having become
from child. But in that great former time, before scientists were
on Yzazys, adults produced childs. Animals and trees likewise.
But with eternal life, this cannot be—those child-making parts of
the body have less life than stone.”

“Don't talk of stone!l So we live forever . . . you old ragbag,
you remember—ah, you remember me as child?”

But the old ragbag was working himself into a kind of fit,
pummeling the ground, slobbering at the mouth.
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“Seven shades of lilac, even worse I remember myself a child,
running like an arrow, air, everywhere fresh rosy air. So I am
mad, for I remember!” He began to scream and cry, and the out-
casts round about took up the wail in chorus. “We remember, we
remember!”—whether they did or not.

Clapping his hand over the beggar’s mouth, Argustal said, “But
you were not child on Yzazys—tell me about that!”

Shaking, the other replied, “Earlier I tell you—all humans come
from heart stars. Yzazys here is perched on universe’s end! Once
were as many worlds as days in eternity, now all burned away
as smoke up the chimney. Only this last place was safe.”

“What happened? Why?”

“Nothing happened! Life is life is life—only except that change
crept in.”

And what was this but an echo of the words of the Tree-men of
Or who, deep in their sinful glade, had muttered of some un-
known element that forced changeP Argustal crouched with
bowed head while the beggarman shuddered beside him, and
outside the holy idiots took up his last words in a chant: “Change
crept in! Change crept in! Daylight smoked and change crept
in] Change crept in!”

Their dreadful howling worked like spears in Argustal’s flank.
He had pictures afterward of his panic run through the town,
of wall and trunk and ditch and road, but it was all as insub-
stantial at the time as the pictures afterward. When he finally fell
to the ground panting, he was unaware of where he lay, and
everything was nothing to him until the religious howling had
died into silence.

Then he saw he lay in the middle of his great structure, his
cheek against the Or stone where he had dropped it. And as his
attention came to it, the great structure around him answered
without his having to speak.

He was at a new focal point. The voice that sounded was new,
as cool as the previous one had been choked. It blew over him in
a cool wind.

“There is no amaranth on this side of the grave, oh Argustal,
no name with whatsoever emphasis of passionate love repeated
that is not mute at last. Experiment X gave life for eternity
to every living thing in the world, but even eternity is punctuated
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by release and suffers period. The old life had his childhood and
its end, the new had no such logic. It found its own after many
millennia, and took its cue from individual minds. What a man
was, he became; what a tree, it became.”

Argustal lifted his tired head from its pillow of stone. Again
the voice changed pitch and trend, as if in response to his minute
gesture.

“The present is a note in music. That note can no longer be
sustained. You find what questions you have found, oh Argustal,
because the chord, in dropping to a lower key, rouses you from
the long dream of crimson joy that was immortality. What you
are finding, others also find, and you can none of you be any
longer insensible to change. Even immortality must have an end.
Life has passed like a long fire through the galaxy. Now it fast
burns out even here, the last refuge of manl”

He stood up then, and hurled the Or stone. It flew, fell, rolled

. and before it stopped he had awoken a great chorus of
universal voice,

All Yzazys roused and a wind blew from the west. As he started
again to move, he saw the religious men of the town were on the
march, and the great sun-nesting Forces on their midnight wing,
and Hrt the flaming stone wheeling overhead, and every majestic
object alert as it had never been.

But Argustal walked slowly on his flat simian feet, plodding
back to Pamitar. No longer would he be impatient in her arms.
There, time would be all too brief.

He knew now the worm that flew and nestled in her cheek, in
his cheek, in all things, even in the Tree-men of Or, even in the
great impersonal Forces that despoiled the sun, even in the
sacred bowels of the universe to which he had lent a temporary
tongue. He knew now that back had come that Majesty that
previously gave Life its reason, the Majesty that had been away
from the world for so long and yet so brief a respite, the Majesty
called DEATH.
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Modern prosthetics can already replace damaged
arms, legs, ears, internal organs . . . Soon the replace-
ment of an entire body destroyed in an accident will
be a possibility, so long as a man’s nervous system is
intact. But how practical will that be? Damon Knight,
with thoughtful craftsmanship, tells of one possible
problem:

Tee ErcET PENs danced against the moving strip of paper, like
the nervous claws of some mechanical lobster. Roberts, the
technician, frowned over the tracings while the other two
watched.

“Here’s the wake-up impulse,” he said, pointing with a skinny
finger. “Then here, look, seventeen seconds more, still dreaming.”

“Delayed response,” said Babcock, the project director. His
heavy face was flushed and he was sweating. “Nothing to worry
about.”

“OK, delayed response, but look at the difference in the trac-
ings. Still dreaming, after the wake-up impulse, but the peaks
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are closer together. Not the same dream. More anxiety, more
motor pulses.”

“Why does he have to sleep at all?” asked Sinescu, the man
from Washington. He was dark, narrow-faced. “You flush the
fatigue poisons out, dont you? So what is it, something psy-
chological?”

“He needs to dream,” said Babcock. “Its true he has no
physiological need for sleep, but he’s got to dream. If he didn't,
he’d start to hallucinate, maybe go psychotic.”

“Psychotic,” said Sinescu. “Well—that’s the question, isnt it?
How long has he been doing this?”

“About six months.”

“In other words, about the time he got his new body—and
started wearing a mask?”

“About that. Look, let me tell you something: He’s rational.
Every test—"

“Yes, OK, I know about tests. Well—so he’s awake now?”

The technician glanced at the monitor board. “He’s up. Sam
and Irma are with him.” He hunched his shoulders, staring at the
EEG tracings again. “I don’t know why it should bother me. It
stands to reason, if he has dream needs of his own that we’re not
satisfying with the programmed stuff, this is where he gets them
in.” His face hardened. “I dont know. Something about those
peaks I don't like.”

Sinescu raised his eyebrows. “You program his dreams?”

“Not program,” said Babcock impatiently, “A routine sugges-
tion to dream the sort of thing we tell him to. Somatic stuff, sex,
exercise, sport.”

“And whose idea was that?”

“Psych section. He was doing fine neurologically, every other
way, but he was withdrawing. Psych decided he needed that
somatic input in some form, we had to keep him in touch. He’s
alive, he’s functioning, everything works. But dont forget, he
spent forty-three years in a normal human body.”

In the hush of the elevator, Sinescu said, “Washington,”
Swaying, Babcock said, “I'm sorry; what?”

“You look a little rocky. Getting any sleep?”

“Not lately. What did you say before?”
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“I said theyre not happy with your reports in Washington.”

“Goddamn it, I know that.” The elevator door silently opened.
A tiny foyer, green carpet, gray walls. There were three doors,
one metal, two heavy glass. Cool, stale air. “This way.”

Sinescu paused at the glass door, glanced through: a gray-
carpeted living room, empty. “I don’t see him.”

“Around the el. Getting his morning checkup.”

The door opened against slight pressure; a battery of ceiling
lights went on as they entered. “Don’t look up,” said Babcock.
“Ultraviolet.” A faint hissing sound stopped when the door closed.

“And positive pressure in here? To keep out germs? Whose
idea was that?”

“His.” Babcock opened a chrome box on the wall and took out
two surgical masks. “Here, put this on.”

Voices came muffled from around the bend of the room.
Sinescu looked with distaste at the white mask, then slowly put
it over his head.

They stared at each other. “Germs,” said Sinescu through the
mask. “Is that rational?”

“All right, he can’t catch a cold, or what have you, but think
about it a minute. There are just two things now that could kill
him. One is a prosthetic failure, and we guard against that; we've
got five hundred people here, we check him out like an airplane.
That leaves a cerebrospinal infection. Don’t go in there with a
closed mind.”

The room was large, part living room, part library, part work-
shop. Here was a cluster of Swedish-modern chairs, a sofa, coffee
table; here a workbench with a metal lathe, electric crucible, drill
press, parts bins, tools on wallboards; here a drafting table; here
a free-standing wall of bookshelves that Sinescu fingered curi-
ously as they passed. Bound volumes of project reports, technical
journals, reference books; no fiction, except for Fire and Storm
by George Stewart and The Wizard of Oz in a worn blue binding.
Behind the bookshelves, set into a little alcove, was a glass door
through which they glimpsed another living room, differently
furnished: upholstered chairs, a tall philodendron in a ceramic
pot. “There’s Sam,” Babcock said.

A man had appeared in the other room. He saw them, turned
to call to someone they could not see, then came forward, smiling,.
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He was bald and stocky, deeply tanned. Behind him, a small
pretty woman hurried up. She crowded through after her hus-
band, leaving the door open. Neither of them wore a mask.

“Sam and Irma have the next suite,” Babcock said. “Company
for him; he’s got to have somebody around. Sam is an old Air
Force buddy of his and, besides, he’s got a tin arm.”

The stocky man shook hands, grinning. His grip was firm and
warm. “Want to guess which one?” He wore a flowered sport
shirt. Both arms were brown, muscular and hairy; but when
Sinescu looked more closely, he saw that the right one was a
slightly different color, not quite authentic.

Embarrassed, he said, “The left, I guess.”

“Nope.” Grinning wider, the stocky man pulled back his right
sleeve to show the straps.

“One of the spin-offs from the project,” said Babcock. “Myo-
electric, servo-controlled, weighs the same as the other one. Sam,
they about through in there?”

“Maybe so. Lets take a peek. Honey, you think you could
rustle up some coffee for the gentlemen?”

“Oh, why, sure.” The little woman turned and darted back
through the open doorway.

The far wall was glass, covered by a translucent white curtain.
They turned the comer. The next bay was full of medical and
electronic equipment, some built into the walls, some in tall black
cabinets on wheels. Four men in white coats were gathered
around what looked like an astronaut’s couch. Sinescu could see
someone lying on it: feet in Mexican woven-leather shoes, dark
socks, gray slacks. A mutter of voices.

“Not through yet,” Babcock said. “Must have found something
else they didn’t like. Let’s go out onto the patio a minute.”

“Thought they checked him at night—when they exchange his
blood,andsoon. .. ?”

“They do.” Babcock said. “And in the moming, too.” He
turned and pushed open the heavy glass door. Outside, the roof
was paved with cut stone, enclosed by a green-plastic canopy and
tinted-glass walls. Here and there were concrete basins, empty.
“Idea was to have a roof garden out here, something green, but
he didn’t want it. We had to take all the plants out, glass the
whole thing in.”
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Sam pulled out metal chairs around a white table and they all
sat down. “How is he, Sam?P” asked Babcock.

He grinned and ducked his head. “Mean in the mornings.”

“Talk to you much? Play any chess?”

“Not too much. Works, mostly. Reads some, watches the box
a little.” His smile was forced; his heavy fingers were clasped to-
gether and Sinescu saw now that the finger tips of one hand had
turned darker, the others not. He looked away.

“Youre from Washington, that right?” Sam asked politely.
“First time here? Hold on.” He was out of his chair. Vague up-
right shapes were passing behind the curtained glass door. “Looks
like they’re through. If you gentlemen would just wait here a
minute, till I see.” He strode across the roof. The two men sat in
silence. Babcock had pulled down his surgical mask; Sinescu
noticed and did the same.

“Sam’s wife is a problem,” Babcock said, leaning nearer. “It
seemed like a good idea at the time, but she’s lonely here, doesn’t
like it—no kids—"

The door opened again and Sam appeared. He had a mask on,
but it was hanging under his chin. “If you gentlemen would come
in now.”

In the living area, the little woman, also with a mask hanging
around her neck, was pouring coffee from a flowered ceramic
jug. She was smiling brightly but looked unhappy. Opposite her
sat someone tall, in gray shirt and slacks, leaning back, legs out,
arms on the arms of his chair, motionless. Something was wrong
with his face.

“Well, now,” said Sam heartily. His wife looked up at him with
an agonized smile.

The tall figure turned its head and Sinescu saw with an icy
shack that its face was silver, a mask of metal with oblong slits
for eyes, no nose or mouth, only curves that were faired into
each other. “Project,” said an inhuman voice.

Sinescu found himself half bent over a chair. He sat down.
They were all looking at him. The voice resumed. “I said, are you
here to pull the plug on the project?” It was unaccented, in-
different.

“Have some coffee.” The woman pushed a cup toward him.
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Sinescu reached for it, but his hand was trembling and he drew
it back. “Just a fact-finding expedition,” he said.

“Bull. Who sent you—Senator Hinkel?”

“That’s right.”

“Bull. He’s been here himself; why send you? If you are going
to pull the plug, might as well tell me.” The face behind the mask
did not move when he spoke, the voice did not seem to come
from it.

“He’s just looking around, Jim,” said Babcock.

“Two hundred million a year,” said the voice, “to keep one
man alive. Doesn’t make much sense, does it? Go on, drink your
coffee.”

Sinescu realized that Sam and his wife had already finished
theirs and that they had pulled up their masks. He reached for
his cup hastily.

“Hundred percent disability in my grade is thirty thousand a
year. I could get along on that easy. For almost an hour and a
half.”

“There’s no intention of terminating the project,” Sinescu said.

“Phasing it out, though. Would you say phasing it out?”

“Manners, Jim,” said Babcock.

“OK. My worst fault. What do you want to know?”

Sinescu sipped his coffee. His hands were still trembling, “That
mask you're wearing,” he started.

“Not for discussion. No comment, no comment. Sorry about
that; don’t mean to be rude; a personal matter. Ask me some-
thing—" Without warning, he stood up, blaring, “Get that damn
thing out of herel” Sam’s wife’s cup smashed, coffee brown across
the table. A fawn-colored puppy was sitting in the middle of the
carpet, cocking its head, bright-eyed, tongue out.

The table tipped, Sam’s wife struggled up behind it. Her face
was pink, dripping with tears. She scooped up the puppy with-
out pausing and ran out. “I better go with her,” Sam said, getting
up.

“Go on; and, Sam, take a holiday. Drive her into Winnemucca,
see a movie.”
“Yeah, guess I will.” He disappeared behind the bookshelf wall.
The tall figure sat down again, moving like a man; it leaned

back in the same posture, arms on the arms of the chair. It was
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still. The hands gripping the wood were shapely and perfect but
unreal: there was something wrong about the fingernails. The
brown, well-combed hair above the mask was a wig; the ears
were wax. Sinescu nervously fumbled his surgical mask over his
mouth and nose. “Might as well get along,” he said, and stood up.

“That’s right, I want to take you over to Engineering and R
and D,” said Babcock. “Jim, I'll be back in a little while. Want
to talk to you.”

“Sure,” said the motionless figure.

Babcock had had a shower, but sweat was soaking through
the armpits of his shirt again. The silent elevator, the green car-
pet, a little blurred. The air cool, stale. Seven years, blood and
money, 500 good men. Psych section, Cosmetic Engineering, R
and D, Medical, Immunology, Supply, Serology, Administration.
The glass doors. Sam’s apartment empty, gone to Winnemucca
with Irma. Psych. Good men, but were they the best? Three of
the best had tumed it down. Buried in the files. Not like an or-
dinary amputation, this man has had everything cut off.

The tall igure had not moved. Babcock sat down. The silver
mask looked back at him.

“Jim, let’s level with each other.”

“Bad, huh?”

“Sure it’s bad. I left him in his room with a bottle. I'll see him
again before he leaves, but God knows what he’ll say in Washing-
ton, Listen, do me a favor, take that thing off.”

“Sure.” The hand rose, plucked at the edge of the silver mask,
lifted it away. Under it, the tan-pink face, sculptured nose
and lips, eyebrows, eyelashes, not handsome but good-looking,
normal-looking. Only the eyes wrong, pupils too big. And the
lips that did not open or move when it spoke. “I can take any-
thing off. What does that prove?”

“Jim, Cosmetic spent eight and a half months on that model
and the first thing you do is slap a mask over it. We've asked you
what’s wrong, offered to make any changes you want.”

“No comment.”

“You talked about phasing out the project. Did you think you
were kidding?”

A pause. “Not kidding.”
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“All right, then open up, Jim, tell me; I have to know. They
won’t shut the project down; theyll keep you alive, but that’s
all. There are seven hundred on the volunteer list, including two
U.S. Senators. Suppose one of them gets pulled out of an auto
wreck tomorrow. We can’t wait till then to decide; we've got to
know now. Whether to let the next one die or put him into a TP
body like yours. So talk to me.”

“Suppose I tell you something, but it isn’t the truth.”

“Why would you lie?”

“Why do you lie to a cancer patient?”

“I don’t get it. Come on, Jim.”

“OK, try this. Do I look like a man to you?”

“Sure.”

“Bull. Look at this face.” Calm and perfect. Beyond the fake
irises, a wink of metal. “Suppose we had all the other problems
solved and I could go into Winnemucca tomorrow; can you see
me walking down the street—going into a bar—taking a taxi?”

“Is that all it is?” Babcock drew a deep breath. “Jim, sure
there’s a difference, but for Christ’s sake, it'’s like any other
prosthesis—people get used to it. Like that arm of Sam’s. You
see it, but after a while you forget it, you don’t notice.”

“Bull. You pretend not to notice. Because it would embarrass
the cripple.”

Babcock looked down at his clasped hands. “Sorry for your-
self?”

“Don’t give me that,” the voice blared. The tall figure was
standing. The hands slowly came up, the fists clenched. “I'm in
this thing, I've been in it for two years. I'm in it when I go to
sleep, and when I wake up, I'm still in it.”

Babcock looked up at him. “What do you want, facial mo-
bility? Give us twenty years, maybe ten, we'll lick it.”

“I want you to close down Cosmetic.”

“But that's—"

“Just listen. The first model locked like a tailor's dummy, so
you spent eight months and came up with this onre, and it looks
like a corpse. The whole idea was to make me look like a man,
the first model pretty good, the second model better, until you've
got something that can smoke cigars and joke with women
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and go bowling and nobody will know the difference. You can’t
do it, and if you could what for?”

“I don’t— Let me think about this. What do you mean, a
metal—"

“Metal, sure, but what difference does that make? I'm talking
about shape. Function. Wait a minute.” The tall figure strode
across the room, unlocked a cabinet, came back with rolled sheets
of paper. “Look at this.”

The drawing showed an oblong metal box on four jointed
legs. From one end protruded a tiny mushroom-shaped head on
a jointed stem and a cluster of arms ending in probes, drills,
grapples. “For moon prospecting.”

“Too many limbs,” said Babcock after a moment. “How would
you—"

“With the facial nerves. Plenty of them left over. Or here.”
Another drawing. “A module plugged into the control system of
a spaceship. That’s where I belong, in space. Sterile environ-
ment, low grav, I can go where a man can’t go and do what a
man cant do. I can be an asset, not a goddamn billion-dollar
liability.”

Babcock rubbed his eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything be-
fore?”

“You were all hipped on prosthetics. You would have told me
to tend my knitting.”

Babcock’s hands were shaking as he rolled up the drawings.
“Well, by God, this just may do it. It just might.” He stood up
and turned toward the door. “Keep your—" He cleared his
throat. “I mean, hang tight, Jim.”

“I'll do that.”

When he was alone, he put on his mask again and stood mo-
tionless a moment, eye shutters closed. Inside, he was running
clean and cool; he could feel the faint reassuring hum of
pumps, click of valves and relays. They had given him that:
cleaned out all the offal, replaced it with machinery that did not
bleed, ooze or suppurate. He thought of the lie he had told Bab-
cock. Why do you lie to a cancer patient? But they would never
get it, never understand.

He sat down at the drafting table, clipped a sheet of paper to
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it and with a pencil began to sketch a rendering of the moon-
prospector design. When he had blocked in the prospector itself,
he began to draw the background of craters. His pencil moved
more slowly and stopped; he put it down with a click.

No more adrenal glands to pump adrenaline into his blood,
so he could not feel fright or rage. They had released him from all
that—love, hate, the whole sloppy mess—but they had forgotten
there was still one emotion he could feel.

Sinescu, with the black bristles of his beard sprouting through
his oily skin. A whitehead ripe in the crease beside his nostrils.

Moon landscape, clean and cold. He picked up the pencil
again.

Babcock, with his broad pink nose shining with grease, crusts
of white matter in the corners of his eyes. Food mortar between
his teeth.

Sam’s wife, with raspberry-colored paste on her mouth. Face
smeared with tears, a bright bubble in one nostril. And the damn
dog, shiny nose, wet eyes. . . .

He turned. The dog was there, sitting on the carpet, wet red
tongue out left the door open again dripping, wagged its tail
twice, then started to get up. He reached for the metal T square,
leaned back, swinging it like an ax, and the dog yelped once as
metal sheared bone, one eye spouting red, writhing on its back,
dark stain of piss across the carpet and he hit it again, hit it again.

The body lay twisted on the carpet, fouled with blood, ragged
black lips drawn back from teeth. He wiped off the T square
with a paper towel, then scrubbed it in the sink with soap and
steel wool, dried it and hung it up. He got a sheet of drafting
paper, laid it on the floor, rolled the body over onto it without
spilling any blood on the carpet. He lifted the body in the paper,
carried it out onto the patio, then onto the unroofed section,
opening the doors with his shoulder. He looked over the wall.
Two stories down, concrete roof, vents sticking out of it, nobody
watching. He held the dog out, let it slide off the paper, twist-
ing as it fell. It struck one of the vents, bounced, a red smear.
He carried the paper back inside, poured the blood down the
drain, then put the paper into the incinerator chute.

Splashes of blood were on the carpet, the feet of the drafting
table, the cabinet, his trouser legs. He sponged them all up with
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paper towels and warm water. He took off his clothing, examined
it minutely, scrubbed it in the sink, then put it in the washer. He
washed the sink, rubbed himself down with disinfectant and
dressed again. He walked through into Sam’s silent apartment,
closing the glass door behind him. Past the potted philodendron,
over-stuffed furniture, red-and-yellow painting on the wall, out
onto the roof, leaving the door ajar. Then back through the patio,
closing doors.

Too bad. How about some goldfish.

He sat down at the drafting table. He was running clean and
cool. The dream this moming came back to his mind, the last
one, as he was struggling up out of sleep: slithery kidneys burst
gray lungs blood and hair ropes of guts covered with yellow fat
oozing and sliding and oh god the stink like the breath of an
outhouse no sound nowhere he was putting a yellow siream
down the slide of the dunghole and

He began to ink in the drawing, first with a fine steel pen, then
with a nylon brush. his heel slid and he was falling could not
stop himself falling into slimy bulging softness higher than his
chin, higher and he could not move paralyzed and he tried to
scream tried to scream tried to scream.

The prospector was climbing a crater slope with its handling
members retracted and its head tilted up. Behind it the distant
ringwall and the horizon, the black sky, the pinpoint stars. And
he was there, and it was not far enough, not yet, for the earth
hung overhead like a rotten fruit, blue with mold, crawling,
wrinkling, purulent and alive.
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SAMUEL R. DELANY

The software of the future, like that of any age, has
more immediacy in its importance than even the most
important hardware. Thus, we're only now coming to
understand that the nuclear bomb itself isn’t nearly as
important as what we hear about it, in shaping our
daily lives and the broad scope of history. Here Sam-
uel R. Delany tells a colorful, subtle and fascinating
story about some sociological innovations that could
result from our mass-media age, and how communica-
tion between people can be effected by technology.

Day orpmNATE and abscissa on the century. Now cut me a
quadrant. Third quadrant if you please. I was born in *fifty. Here
it’s ’seventy-five.

At sixteen they let me leave the orphanage. Dragging the
name they’d hung me with (Harold Clancy Everet, and me a
mere lad—how many monickers have I had since; but don’t
worry, youll recognize my smoke) over the hills of East Ver-
mont, I came to a decision:
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Me and Pa Michaels, who had belligerently given me a job at
the request of The Official looking Document with which the
orphanage sends you packing, were running Pa Michaels’ dairy
farm, i.., thirteen thousand three hundred sixty-two piebald
Guernseys all asleep in their stainless coffins, nourished and
drugged by pink liquid flowing in clear plastic veins (stuff is
sticky and messes up your hands), exercised with electric pulsers
that make their muscles quiver, them not half awake, and the
milk just a-pouring down into stainless cisterns. Anyway. The
Decision (as I stood there in the fields one afternoon like the
Man with the Hoe, exhausted with three hard hours of physical
labor, contemplating the machinery of the universe through the
fog of fatigue): With all of Earth, and Mars, and the Outer
Satellites filled up with people and what-all, there had to be
something more than this. I decided to get some.

So I stole a couple of Pa’s credit cards, one of his helicopters
and a bottle of white lightning the geezer made himself, and
took off. Ever try to land a stolen helicopter on the roof of the
Pan Am building, drunk? Jail, schmail, and some hard knocks
later I had attained to wisdom. But remember this oh best be-
loved: I have done three honest hours on a dairy farm less than
ten years back. And nobody has ever called me Harold Clancy
Everet again.

Hank Culafroy Eckles (red-headed, a bit vague, six foot two)
strolled out of the baggage room at the spaceport carrying a lot
of things that weren’t his in a small briefcase.

Beside him the Business Man was saying, “You young fellows
today upset me. Go back to Bellona, I say. Just because you got
into trouble with that little blonde you were telling me about is
no reason to leap worlds, come on all glum. Even quit your job!”

Hank stops and grins weakly: “Well . . .”

“Now I admit, you young people have your real needs, which
maybe we older folks don’t understand, but you have to show
some responsibility towards . . .” He notices Hank has stopped
in front of a door marked MeN. “Oh. Well. Eh.” He grins strongly.
“I've enjoyed meeting you, Hank. It’s always nice when you meet
somebody worth talking to on these damn crossings. So long.”

Out same door, ten minutes later, comes Harmony C. Eventide,
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six foot even (one of the false heels was cracked, so I stuck both
of them under a lot of paper towels), brown hair (not even my
hairdresser knows for sure), oh so dapper and of his time, attired

_in the bad taste that is oh so tasteful, a sort of man with whom
no Business Men would start a conversation. Took the regulation
’copter from the port over to the Pan Am building (Yeah. Really.
Drunk), came out of Grand Central Station, and strode along
Forty-second towards Eighth Avenue, with a lot of things that
weren’t mine in a small briefcase.

The evening is carved from light.

Crossed the plastiplex pavement of the Great White Way—I
think it makes people look weird, all that white light under their
chins—and skirted the crowds coming up in elevators from
the sub-way, the sub-sub-way, and the sub-sub-sub (eighteen and
first week out of jail I hung around here, snatching stuff from
people—but daintily, daintily, so they never knew they'd been
snatched), bulled my way though a crowd of giggling, goo-
chewing school girls with flashing lights in their hair, all very
embarrassed at wearing transparent plastic blouses which had
just been made legal again (I hear the breast has been scene [as
opposed to obscene] on and off since the seventeenth century)
so I stared appreciatively; they giggled some more. I thought,
Christ, when I was that age, I was on a God damn dairy farm,
and took the thought no further.

The ribbon of news lights looping the triangular structure of
Communication, Inc., explained in Basic English how Senator
Regina Abolafia was preparing to begin her investigation of Or-
ganized Crime in the City. Days I'm so happy I'm disorganized
I couldn’t begin to tell.

Near Ninth Avenue I took my briefcase into a long, crowded
bar. I hadn’t been in New York for two years, but on my last
trip through oftimes a man used to hang out here who had real
talent for getting rid of things that werent mine profitably,
safely, fast. No idea what the chances were I'd find him. I pushed
among a lot of guys drinking beer. Here and there were a num-
ber of well escorted old bags wearing last month’s latest. Scarfs
of smoke gentled through the noise. I dont like such places.
Those there younger than me were all morphadine heads or
feeble minded. Those older only wished more younger ones
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would come. I pried my way to the bar and tried to get the
attention of one of the little men in white coats.
The lack of noise behind me made me glance back—

She wore a sheath of veiling closed at the neck and wrists
with huge brass pins (oh so tastefully on the border of taste);
her left arm was bare, her right covered with chiffon like wine.
She had it down a lot better than I did. But such an ostentatious
demonstration of one’s understanding of the fine points was ab-
solutely out of place in this bar. People were making a great
show of not noticing.

She pointed to her wrist, blood-colored nail indexing a yellow-
orange fragment in the brass claw of her wristlet. “Do you know
what this is, Mr. Eldrich?” she asked; at the same time the veil
across her face cleared, and her eyes were ice; her brows, black.

Three thoughts: (One) She is a lady of fashion, because com-
ing in from Bellona I'd read the Delta coverage of the “fading
fabrics” whose hue and opacity were controlled by cunning
jewels at the wrist. (Two) During my last trip through, when I
was younger and Harry Calamine Eldrich, I didn’t do anything
too illegal (though one loses track of these things); still I didn’t
believe I could be dragged off to the calaboose for anything more
than thirty days under that name. (Three) The stone she pointed
to. . ..

“ . .Jasper?” I asked.

She waited for me to say more; I waited for her to give me
reason to let on I knew what she was waiting for (when I was in
jail Henry James was my favorite author. He really was).

“Jasper,” she confirmed.

“~Jasper. . . .” I reopened the ambiguity she had tried so
hard to dispel.

“. . . Jasper—" But she was already faltering, suspecting I sus-
pected her certainty to be ill-founded.

“Okay. Jasper.” But from ber face I knew she had seen in my
face a look that had finally revealed I knew she knew I knew.

“Just whom have you got me confused with, Ma’am?”

Jasper, this month, is the Word.

Jasper is the pass/code/warning that the Singers of the Cities
(who, last month, sang “Opal” from their divine injuries; and on

91



TIME CONSIDERED AS HELIX OF STONES

Mars I'd heard the Word and used it thrice, along with devious
imitations, to fix possession of what was not rightfully my own;
and even here I ponder Singers and their wounds) relay by word
of mouth for that loose and roguish fraternity with which I have
been involved (in various guises) these nine years. It goes out
new every thirty days; and within hours every brother knows it,
throughout six worlds and worldlets. Usually it’s grunted at you
by some blood-soaked bastard staggering into your arms from a
dark doorway; hissed at you as you pass a shadowed alley;
scrawled on a paper scrap pressed into your palm by some nasty-
grimy moving too fast through the crowd. And this month, it
was: Jasper.

Here are some alternate translations:

Help!

or

I need helpl!

or

I can help youl

or

You are being watched!

or

They're not watching now, so move!

Final point of syntax: If the Word is used properly, you should
never have to think twice about what it means in a given situa-
tion. Fine point of usage: Never trust anyone who uses it im-
properly.

I waited for her to finish waiting.

She opened a wallet in front of me. “Chief of Special Services
Department Maudline Hinkle,” she read without looking what it
said below the silver badge.

“You have that very well,” I said, “Maud.” Then I frowned.
“Hinkle?”

“Me.”

“I know you're not going to believe this, Maud. You look like
a woman who has no patience with her mistakes. But my name is
Eventide. Not Eldrich. Harmony C. Eventide. And isn’t it lucky
for all and sundry that the Word changes tonight? Passed the
way it is, the Word is no big secret to the cops. But I've met
policemen up to a week after change date who were not privy.
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“Well, then: Harmony. I want to talk to you.”

I raised an eyebrow.

She raised one back and said, “Look, if you want to be called
Henrietta, it’s all right by me, But you listen.”

“What do you want to talk about?r”

“Crime, Mr.. . . ?”

“Eventide. I'm going to call you Maud, so you might as well
call me Harmony. It really is my name.”

Maud smiled. She wasn't a young woman. I think she even
had a few years on Business Man. But she used make-up better
than he did. “I probably know more about crime than you do,”
she said. “In fact I wouldn’t be surprised if you hadn’t even heard
of my branch of the police department. What does Special
Services mean to you?”

“That’s right, I've never heard of it.”

“You've been more or less avoiding the Regular Service with
alacrity for the past seven years.”

“Oh, Maud, really-"

“Special Services is reserved for people whose nuisance value
has suddenly taken a sharp rise . . . a sharp enough rise to make
our little lights start blinking.”

“Surely I baven’t done anything so dreadful that-"

“We don’t look at what you do. A computer does that for us.
We simply keep checking the first derivative of the graphed out
curve that bears your number. Your slope is rising sharply.”

“Not even the dignity of a name—"

“We're the most efficient department in the Police Organiza-
tion. Take it as bragging if you wish. Or just a piece of infor-
mation.”

“Well, well, well,” I said. “Have a drink?” The little man in the
white coat left us two, looked puzzled at Maud’s finery, then
went to do something else.

“Thanks.” She downed half her glass like someone stauncher
than that wrist would indicate. “It doesn’t pay to go after most
criminals. Take your big time racketeers, Farnesworth, The
Hawk, Blavatskia. Take your little snatch-purses, small-time
pushers, housebreakers, or vice-impresarios. Both at the top and
the bottom of the scale, their incomes are pretty stable. They
don’t really upset the social boat. Regular Services handles them
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both. They think they do a good job. We’re not going to argue.
But say a little pusher starts to become a big-time pusher; a
medium-sized vice-impresario sets his sights on becoming a big-
time racketeer; that’s when you get problems with socially un-
pleasant repercussions. That's when Special Services arrive. We
have a couple of techniques that work remarkably well.”

“You're going to tell me about them, aren’t you.”

“They work better that way,” she said. “One of them is holo-
gramic information storage. Do you know what happens when
you cut a hologram plate in half?”

“The three dimensional image is . . . cut in half?”

She shook her head. “You get the whole image, only fuzzier,
slightly out of focus.”

“Now I didn’t know that.”

“And if you cut it in half again, it just gets fuzzier still. But
even if you have a square centimeter of the original hologram
you still have the whole image—unrecognizable, but complete.”

I mumbled some appreciative m’s.

“Each pinpoint of photographic emulsion on a hologram plate,
unlike a photograph, gives information about the entire scene
being hologrammed. By analogy, hologramic information storage
simply means that each bit of information we have—about you,
let us say—relates to your entire career, your overall situation,
the complete set of tensions between you and your environ-
ment. Specific facts about specific misdemeanors or felonies we
leave to Regular Services. As soon as we have enough of our
kind of data, our method is vastly more efficient for keeping
track—even predicting—where you are or what you may be up
to.”

“Fascinating,” I said. “One of the most amazing paranoid syn-
dromes I've ever run up against. I mean just starting a conversa-
tion with someone in a bar. Often, in a hospital situation, I've
encountered stranger—"

“In your past,” she said matter of factly, “I see cows and heli-
copters. In your not too distant future there are helicopters and
hawks.”

“And tell me, oh Good Witch of the West, just how—" Then
I got all upset inside. Because nobody is supposed to know about
that stint with Pa Michaels save thee and me. Even the Regular
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Service who pulled me, out of my mind, from that whirlibird
bouncing towards the edge of the Pan Am never got that one
from me. I'd eaten the credit cards when I saw them waiting,
and the serial numbers had been filed off everything that could
have had a serial number on it by someone more competent than
I: good Mister Michaels had boasted to me, my first lonely,
drunken night at the farm, how he’d gotten the thing in hot from
New Hampshire.

“But why"—it appalls me the clichés to which anxiety will
drive us—“are you telling me all this?”

She smiled and her smile faded behind her veil. “Information
is only meaningful when it is shared,” said a voice that was hers
from the place of her face.

“Hey, look, I-"

“You may be coming into quite a bit of money soon. If I can
calculate right, I will have a helicopter full of the city’s finest
arriving to take you away as you accept it into your hot little
hands. That is a piece of information. . . .” She stepped back.
Someone stepped between us.

“Hey, Maud—!"

“You can do whatever you want with it.”

The bar was crowded enough so that to move quickly was to
make enemies. I don’t know—I lost her and made enemies. Some
weird characters there: with greasy hair that hung in spikes, and
three of them had dragons tattooed on their scrawny shoulders,
still another with an eye patch, and yet another raked nails
black with pitch at my cheek (we’re two minutes into a vicious
free-for-all, case you missed the transition. I did) and some of
the women were screaming. I hit and ducked, and then the tenor
of the bruhaha changed. Somebody sang, “Jasper!” the way she
is supposed to be sung. And it meant the heat (the ordinary,
bungling Regular Service I had been eluding these seven years)
were on their way. The brawl spilled into the street. I got be-
tween two nasty-grimies who were doing things appropriate with
one another, but made the edge of the crowd with no more
wounds than could be racked up to shaving. The fight had broken
into sections. I left one and ran into another that, I realized a
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moment later, was merely a ring of people standing around some-
body who had apparently gotten really messed.

Someone was holding people back.

Somebody else was turning him over.

Curled up in a puddle of blood was the little guy I hadn’t
seen in two years who used to be so good at getting rid of
things not mine.

Trying not to hit people with my briefcase, I ducked between
the hub and the bub. When I saw my first ordinary policeman I
tried very hard to look like somebody who had just stepped up
to see what the rumpus was.

It worked.

I turned down Ninth Avenue, and got three steps into an in-
conspicuous but rapid lope—

“Hey, wait! Wait up there. . .

I recognized the voice (after two years, coming at me just like
that, I recognized it) but kept going.

“Waitl It's me, Hawk!”

And I stopped.

You haven't heard his name before in this story; Maud men-
tioned the Hawk, who is a multi-millionaire racketeer basing his
operations on a part of Mars I've never been (though he has his
claws sunk to the spurs in illegalities throughout the system) and
somebody else entirely.

I took three steps back towards the doorway.

A boy’s laugh there: “Oh, man. You look like you just did some-
thing you shouldn’t.”

“Hawk?” I asked the shadow.

He was still the age when two years’ absence means an inch or
so taller.

“You're still hanging out around here?” I asked.

“Sometimes.”

He was an amazing kid.

“Look, Hawk, I got to get out of here.” I glanced back at the
rumpus.

“Get.” He stepped down. “Can I come too?”

Funny. “Yeah.” It makes me feel very funny him asking that.
“Come on.”

»
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By the street lamp, half a block down, I saw his hair was still
pale as split pine. He could have been a nasty-grimy: very dirty
black denim jacket, no shirt beneath; very ripe pair of black-jeans
—I mean in the dark you could tell. He went barefoot; and the
only way you can tell on a dark street someone’s been going
barefoot for days in New York is to know already. As we reached
the corner, he grinned up at me under the street lamp and
shrugged his jacket together over the welts and furrows marring
his chest and belly. His eyes were very green. Do you recognize
him? If by some failure of information dispersal throughout the
worlds and worldlets you haven’t, walking beside me beside the
Hudson was Hawk the Singer.

“Hey, how long have you been back?”

“A few hours,” I told him,

“What'd you bring?”

“Really want to know?”

He shoved his hands into his pockets and cocked his head.
“Sure.”

I made the sound of an adult exasperated by a child. “All
right.” We had been walking the waterfront for a block now;
there was nobody about. “Sit down.” So he straddled the beam
along the siding, one foot dangling above the flashing black
Hudson. I sat in front of him and ran my thumb around the
edge of the briefcase.

Hawk hunched his shoulders and leaned. “Hey ...” He
flashed green questioning at me, “Can I touch?”

I shrugged. “Go ahead.”

He grubbed among them with fingers that were all knuckle
and bitten nail. He picked two up, put them down, picked up
three others. “Hey!” he whispered. “How much are all these
worth?”

“About ten times more than I hope to get. I have to get rid of
them fast.”

He glanced down at his hanging foot. “You could always throw
them in the river.”

“Don’t be dense. I was looking for a guy who used to hang
around that bar. He was pretty efficient.” And half the Hudson
away a water-bound foil skimmed above the foam. On her deck
were parked a dozen helicopters—being ferried up to the Patrol
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Field near Verrazano, no doubt. But for moments I looked back
and forth between the boy and the transport, getting all paranoid
about Maud. But the boat mmmmed into the darkness. “My man
got a little cut up this evening.”

Hawk put the tips of his fingers in his pockets and shifted his
position.

“Which leaves me up tight. I didn’t think he’d take them all but
at least he could have turned me on to some other people who
might.”

“I'm going to a party later on this evening”he paused to gnaw
on the wreck of his little fingernail—“where you might be able
to sell them. Alexis Spinnel is having a party for Regina Abolafia
at Tower Top.”

“Tower Top . . . P It had been a while since I palled around
with Hawk. Hell’s Kitchen at ten; Tower Top at midnight—

“I'm just going because Edna Silem will be there.”

Edna Silem is New York’s eldest Singer.

Senator Abolafia’s name had ribboned above me in lights once
that evening. And somewhere among the endless magazines I'd
perused coming in from Mars I remember Alexis Spinnel’s name
sharing a paragraph with an awful lot of money.

“I'd like to see Edna again,” I said offhandedly. “But she
wouldn’t remember me.” Folk like Spinnel and his social ilk have
a little game, I'd discovered during the first leg of my acquaint-
ance with Hawk. He who can get the most Singers of the City
under one roof wins. There are five Singers of New York (a tie
for second place with Lux on Iapetus). Tokyo leads with seven.
“It’s a two Singer party?”

“More likely four. . .if I go.”

The inaugural ball for the mayor gets four.

I raised the appropriate eyebrow.

“I have to pick up the Word from Edna. It changes tonight.”

“All right,” I said. “I don’t know what you have in mind but I'm
game.” I closed the case.

We walked back towards Times Square. When we got to
Eighth Avenue and the first of the plastiplex paving, Hawk
stopped. “Wait a minute,” he said. Then he buttoned his jacket
up to his neck. “Okay.”
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Strolling through the streets of New York with a Singer (two
years back I'd spent much time wondering if that were wise for
a man of my profession) is probably the best camouflage possible
for a man of my profession. Think of the last time you glimpsed
your favorite Tri-D star turning the corner of Fifty-seventh. Now
be honest. Would you really recognize the little guy in the tweed
jacket half a pace behind him?

Half the people we passed in Times Square recognized him.
With his youth, funereal garb, black feet and ash pale hair, he
was easily the most colorful of Singers. Smiles; narrowed eyes;
very few actually pointed or stared.

“Just exactly who is going to be there who might be able to
take this stuff off my hands?”

“Well, Alexis prides himself on being something of an adven-
turer. They might just take his fancy. And he can give you more
than you can get peddling them in the street.”

“You'll tell him they’re all hot?”

“It will probably make the idea that much more intriguing.
He’s a creep.”

“You say so, friend.”

We went down into the sub-sub. The man at the change booth
started to take Hawk’s coin, then looked up. He began three or
four words that were unintelligible through his grin, then just
gestured us through.

“Oh,” Hawk said, “thank you,” with ingenuous surprise, as
though this were the first, delightful time such a thing had hap-
pened. (Two years ago he had told me sagely, “As soon as I
start looking like I expect it, it'll stop happening.” I was still im-
pressed by the way he wore his notoriety. The time I'd met Edna
Silem, and I'd mentioned this, she said with the same ingenuous-
ness, “But that’s what we’re chosen for.”)

In the bright car we sat on the long seat; Hawk’s hands were
beside him, one foot rested on the other. Down from us a gaggle
of bright-bloused goo-chewers giggled and pointed and tried not
to be noticed at it. Hawk didn’t look at all, and I tried not to be
noticed looking.

Dark patterns rushed the window.

Things below the gray floor hummed.

Once a lurch,
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Leaning once; we came out of the ground.

Outside, the city put on its thousand sequins, then threw them
away behind the trees of Ft. Tryon. Suddenly the windows across
from us grew bright scales. Behind them the girders of a station
reeled by. We got out of the platform under a light rain. The sign
said TWELVE TOWERS STATION.

By the time we reached the street, however, the shower had
stopped. Leaves above the wall shed water down the brick. “If
I'd known I was bringing someone I'd have had Alex send a car
for us. I told him it was fifty-fifty I'd come.”

“Are you sure it’s all right for me to tag along, then?”

“Didn’t you come up here with me once before?”

“I've even been up here once before that,” 1 said. “Do you
still think it’s. . .”

He gave me a withering look. Well; Spinnel would be de-
lighted to have Hawk even if he dragged along a whole gang of
real nasty-grimies—Singers are famous for that sort of thing.
With one more or less presentable thief, Spinnel was getting off
light. Beside us rocks broke away into the city. Behind the gate
to our left the gardens rolled up toward the first of the towers.
The twelve immense, luxury apartment buildings menaced the
lower clouds.

“Hawk the Singer,” Hawk said into the speaker at the side of
the gate. Clang and tic-tictic and Clang. We walked up the
path to the doors and doors of glass.

A cluster of men and women in evening dress were coming
out. Three tiers of doors away they saw us. You could see them
frowning at the guttersnipe who’d somehow gotten into the
lobby (for a moment I thought one of them was Maud, because
she wore a sheath of the fading fabric, but she turned; beneath
her veil her face was dark as roasted coffee); one of the men
recognized him, said something to the others. When they passed
us they were smiling. Hawk paid about as much attention to them
as he had paid to the girls on the subway. But when they'd
passed, he said, “One of those guys was looking at you.”

“Yeah. I saw.” '

“Do you know why?”

“He was trying to figure out whether we’d met before.”

“Had you?”
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I nodded. “Right about where I met you, only back when I'd
just gotten out of jail. I told you I'd been here once before.”

“Oh.”

Blue carpet covered three-quarters of the lobby. A great pool
filled the rest in which a row of twelve foot trellises stood,
crowned with flaming braziers. The lobby itself was three stories
high, domed and mirror tiled.

Twisting smoke curled towards the omate grill. Broken re-
flections sagged and recovered on the walls.

The elevator door folded about us its foil petals. There was
the distinct feeling of not moving while seventy-five stories
shucked down around us.

We got out on the landscaped roof garden. A very tanned, very
blond man wearing an apricot jump-suit, from the collar of which
emerged a black turtleneck dicky, came down the rocks (ar-
tificial) between the ferns (real) growing along the stream (real
water; phony current).

“Hello! Hellol” Pause. “I'm terribly glad you decided to come
after all.” Pause. “For a while I thought you weren’t going to
make it.” The pauses were to allow Hawk to introduce me. I was
dressed so that Spinnel had no way of telling whether I was a
miscellaneous Nobel laureate that Hawk happened to have been
dining with, or a varlet whose manners and morals were even
lower than mine happen to be.

“Shall I take your jacket?” Alexis offered.

Which meant he didn’t know Hawk as well as he would like
people to think. But I guess he was sensitive enough to realize
from the little cold things that happened in the boy’s face that he
should forget his offer.

He nodded to me, smiling—about all he could do—and we
strolled towards the gathering,

Edna Silem was sitting on a transparent inflated hassock. She
leaned ferward, holding her drink in both hands, arguing politics
with the people sitting on the grass before her. She was the first
person I recognized (hair of tarnished silver; voice of scrap
brass). Jutting from the cuffs of her mannish suit, her wrinkled
hands about her goblet, shaking with the intensity of her pro-
nouncements, were heavy with stones and silver. As I ran my
eyes back to Hawk, I saw half a dozen whose names/faces sold
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magazines, music, sent people to the theater (the drama critic
for Delta, wouldnt you know), and even the mathematician
from Princeton I'd read about a few months ago who'd come up
with the “quasar/quark” explanation.

There was one woman my eyes kept returning to. On glance
three I recognized her as the New Fascistas’ most promising
candidate for president, Senator Abolafia. Her arms were folded
and she was listening intently to the discussion that had narrowed
to Edna and an overly gregarious younger man whose eyes were
puffy from what could have been the recent acquisition of con-
tact lenses.

“But don’t you feel, Mrs. Silem, that—"

“You must remember when you make predictions like that—"

“Mrs. Silem, I've seen statistics that—"

“You must remember”—her voice tensed, lowered, till the
silence between the words was as rich as the voice was sparse
and metallic—“that if everything, everything were known, statis-
tical estimates would be unnecessary. The science of probability
gives mathematical expression to our ignorance, not to our wis-
dom,” which I was thinking was an interesting second installment
to Maud’s lecture, when Edna looked up and exclaimed, “Why,
Hawk!”

Everyone turned.

“I am glad to see you. Lewis, Ann,” she called: there were two
other Singers there already (he dark, she pale, both tree-slender;
their faces made you think of pools without drain or tribute
come upon in the forest, clear and very still; husband and wife,
they had been made Singers together the day before their mar-
riage seven years ago), “he hasn’t deserted us after alll” Edna
stood, extended her arm over the heads of the people sitting,
and barked across her knuckles as though her voice were a pool
cue. “Hawk, there are people here arguing with me who don’t
know nearly as much as you about the subject. You'd be on my
side, now, wouldn’t you—"

“Mrs. Silem, I didn’t mean to—" from the floor.

Then her arms swung six degrees, her fingers, eyes and mouth
opened. “You!” Me. “My dear, if there’s anyone I never expected
to see herel Why it’s been almost two years, hasn’t it?” Bless
Edna; the place where she and Hawk and I had spent a long,
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beery evening together had more resembled that bar than Tower
Top. “Where have you been keeping yourselfr”

“Mars, mostly,” I admitted. “Actually I just came back today.”
It’s so much fun to be able to say things like that in a place like
this.

“Hawk—both of you—" (which meant either she had forgotten
my name, or she remembered me well enough not to abuse it)
“come over here and help me drink up Alexis” good liquor.” I
tried not to grin as we walked towards her. If she remembered
anything, she certainly recalled my line of business and must have
been enjoying this as much as I was.

Relief spread Alexis’ face: he knew now 1 was someone if
not which someone I was.

As we passed Lewis and Ann, Hawk gave the two Singers one
of his luminous grins. They returned shadowed smiles. Lewis
nodded. Ann made a move to touch his arm, but left the motion
unconcluded; and the company noted the interchange.

Having found out what we wanted, Alex was preparing large
glasses of it over crushed ice when the puffy-eyed gentleman
stepped up for a refill. “But, Mrs. Silem, then what do you feel
validly opposes such political abuses?”

Regina Abolafia wore a white silk suit. Nails, lips and hair were
one color; and on her breast was a worked copper pin. It’s always
fascinated me to watch people used to being the center thrust to
the side. She swirled her glass, listening.

“I oppose them,” Edna said. “Hawk opposes them. Lewis and
Ann oppose them. We, ultimately, are what you have.” And her
voice had taken on that authoritative resonance only Singers can
assume.

Then Hawk’s laugh snarled through the conversational fabric.

We tumed.

He'd sat cross-legged near the hedge. “Look . . .” he whis-
pered.

Now people’s gazes followed his. He was looking at Lewis and
Ann, She, tall and blonde, he, dark and taller, were standing
very quietly, a little nervously, eyes closed (Lewis lips were
apart).

“Oh,” whispered someone who should have known better,
“they’re going to. . .”
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I watched Hawk because I'd never had a chance to observe one
Singer at another’s performance. He put the soles of his feet to-
gether, grasped his toes and leaned forward, veins making blue
rivers on his neck. The top button of his jacket had come loose.
Two scar ends showed over his collarbone. Maybe nobody no-
ticed but me.

I saw Edna put her glass down with a look of beaming, antici-
patory pride. Alex, who had pressed the autobar (odd how auto-
mation has become the upper crust’s way of flaunting the labor
surplus) for more crushed ice, looked up, saw what was about
to happen, and pushed the cut-off button. The autobar hummed to
silence. A breeze (artificial or real, I couldn’t tell you) came by
and the trees gave us a final shush.

One at a time, then in duet, then singly again, Lewis and Ann
sang.

Singers are people who look at things, then go and tell people
what they've seen. What makes them Singers is their ability to
make people listen. That is the most magnificent over-simplifica-
tion I can give. Eighty-six-year-old El Posado, in Rio de Janeiro,
saw a block of tenements collapse, ran to the Avenida del Sol
and began improvising, in rhyme and meter (not all that hard
in thyme-rich Portuguese), tears runneling his dusty cheeks, his
voice clashing with the palm swards above the sunny street.
Hundreds of people stopped to listen; a hundred more; and
another hundred. And they told hundreds more what they had
heard. Three hours later, hundreds from among them had ar-
rived at the scene with blankets, food, money, shovels and, more
incredibly, with the willingness and ability to organize them-
selves and work within that organization. No Tri-D report of a
disaster has ever produced that sort of reaction. El Posado is
historically considered the first Singer. The second was Miriamne
in the roofed city of Lux, who for thirty years walked through
the metal streets singing the glories of the rings of Saturn—the
colonists can’t look at them without aid because of the ultraviolet
the rings set up. But Miriamne, with her strange cataracts, each
dawn, walked to the edge of the city, looked, saw and came
back to sing of what she saw. All of which would have meant
nothing except that during the days she did not sing—through ill-

104



SAMUEL R. DELANY

ness, or once she was on a visit to another city to which her fame
had spread—the Lux Stock Exchange would go down, the num-
ber of violent crimes rise. Nobody could explain it. All they could
do was proclaim her Singer. Why did the institution of Singers
come about, springing up in just about every urban center
throughout the system? Some have speculated that it was a spon-
taneous reaction to the mass media which blanket our lives.
While Tri-D and radio and news-tapes disperse information all
over the worlds, they also spread a sense of alienation from first-
hand experience. (How many people still go to sports events or
a political rally with their little receivers plugged to their ears to
let them know that what they see is really happening?) The first
Singers were proclaimed by the people around them. Then,
there was a period where anyone could proclaim himself who
wanted to, and people either responded to him, or laughed
him into oblivion. But by the time I was left on the doorstep of
somebody who didn’t want me, most cities had more or less es-
tablished an unofficial quota. When a position is left open today,
the remaining Singers choose who is going to fill it. The required
talents are poetic, theatrical, as well as a certain charisma that is
generated in the tensions between the personality and the pub-
licity web a Singer is immediately snared in. Before he became
a Singer, Hawk had gained something of a prodigious reputation
with a book of poems published when he was fifteen. He was
touring universities and giving readings, but the reputation was
still small enough so that he was amazed that I had ever heard of
him, that evening we encountered in Central Park (I had just
spent a pleasant thirty days as a guest of the city and it’s amazing
what you find in the Tombs Library). It was a few weeks after
his sixteenth birthday. His Singership was to be announced in
four days, though he had been informed already. We sat by the
lake till dawn, while he weighed and pondered and agonized
over the coming responsibility. Two years later, he’s still the
youngest Singer in six worlds by half a dozen years. Before be-
coming a Singer, a person need not have been a poet, but most
are either that or actors. But the roster through the system in-
cludes a longshoreman, two university professors, an heiress to
the Silitax millions (Tack it down with Silitacks), and at least
two persons of such dubious background that the ever-hungry-for-
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sensation Publicity Machine itself has agreed not to let any of it
past the copy-editors. But wherever their origins, these diverse
and flamboyant living myths sang of love, of death, the changing
of seasons, social classes, governments and the palace guard.
They sang before large crowds, small ones, to an individual
laborer coming home from the city’s docks, on slum street cor-
ners, in club cars of commuter trains, in the elegant gardens atop
Twelve Towers, to Alex Spinnel’s select soirée. But it has been
illegal to reproduce the “Songs” of the Singers by mechanical
means (including publishing the lyrics) since the institution
arose, and I respect the law, I do, as only a man in my profession
can. I offer the explanation then in place of Lewis’ and Ann’s
song.

They finished, opened their eyes, stared about with expres-
sions that could have been embarrassment, could have been con-
tempt.

Hawk was leaning forward with a look of rapt approval. Edna
was smiling politely. I had the sort of grin on my face that breaks
out when you've been vastly moved and vastly pleased. Lewis
and Ann had sung superbly.

Alex began to breathe again, glanced around to see what state
everybody else was in, saw, and pressed the autobar, which be-
gan to hum and crush ice. No clapping, but the appreciative
sounds began; people were nodding, commenting, whispering.
Regina Abolafia went over to Lewis to say something, I tried to
listen until Alex shoved a glass into my elbow.

“Oh, I'msorry . . .”

I transferred my briefcase to the other hand and took the
drink smiling. When Senator Abolafia left the two Singers, they
were holding hands and looking at one another a little sheepishly.
They sat down again.

The party drifted in conversational groups through the gardens,
through the groves. Overhead clouds the color of old chamois
folded and unfolded across the moon.

For a while I stood alone in a circle of trees listening to the
music: a de Lassus two-part canon, programmed for audio-gener-
ators. Recalled: an article in one of last week’s large-circulation
literaries stating that it was the only way to remove the feel of the
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bar lines imposed by five centuries of meter on modem musicians.
For another two weeks this would be acceptable entertainment.
The trees circled a rock pool; but no water. Below the plastic
surface, abstract lights wove and threaded in a shifting lumia.

“Excuseme. .. ™

I turned to see Alexis, who had no drink now or idea what to
do with his hands. He was nervous.

“ . . but our young friend has told me you have something I
might be interested in.”

I started to lift my briefcase, but Alex’s hand came down from
his ear (it had gone by belt to hair to collar already) to halt me.
Nouveau riche,

“That’s all right. I don’t need to see them yet. In fact, I'd
rather not. I have something to propose to you. I would certainly
be interested in what you have if they are, indeed, as Hawk has
described them. But I have a guest here who would be even more
curious.”

That sounded odd.

“I know that sounds odd,” Alexis assessed, “but I thought you
might be interested simply because of the finances involved. I am
an eccentric collector who would offer you a price concomitant
with what I would use them for: eccentric conversation pieces
—and because of the nature of the purchase I would have to
limit severely the people with whom I could converse.”

I nodded.

“My guest, however, would have a great deal more use for
them.”

“Could you tell me who this guest is?”

“I asked Hawk, finally, who you were and he led me to believe
I was on the verge of a grave social indiscretion. It would be
equally indiscreet to reveal my guest’s name to you.” He smiled.
“But discretion is the better part of the fuel that keeps the
social machine turning, Mr. Harvey Cadwaliter-Erickson. . . .”
He smiled knowingly.

I have never been Harvey Cadwaliter-Erickson, but then,
Hawk was always an inventive child. Then a second thought went
by, viz., the tungsten magnates, the Cadwaliter-Ericksons of Tythis
on Triton, Hawk was not only inventive, he was as brilliant as
all the magazines and newspapers are always saying he is.
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“I assume your second indiscretion will be to tell me who
this mysterious guest is?”

“Well,” Alex said with the smile of the canary-fattened cat,
“Hawk agreed with me that the Hawk might well be curious as
to what you have in there,” (he pointed) “as indeed he is.”

I frowned. Then I thought lots of small, rapid thoughts I'll
articulate in due time. “The Hawk?r”

Alex nodded.

I don’t think I was actually scowling. “Would you send our
young friend up here for a moment?”

“If you'd like.” Alex bowed, tumed. Perhaps a minute later,
Hawk came up over the rocks and through the trees, grinning.
When I didn’t grin back, he stopped.

“Mmmm. . .” I began.

His head cocked.

I scratched my chin with a knuckle. “ . . Hawk,” I said, “are
you aware of a department of the police called Special Services?”

“I've heard of them.”

“They’ve suddenly gotten very interested in me.”

“Gee,” he said with honest amazement. “They’re supposed to
be very effective.”

“Mmmm,” I reiterated.

“Say,” Hawk announced, “how do you like that? My name-
sake is here tonight. Wouldn’t you know.”

“Alex didn’t miss a trick. Have you any idea why he’s heret”

“Probably trying to make some deal with Abolafia. Her in-
vestigation starts tomorrow.”

“Oh.” 1 thought over some of those things I had thought be-
fore. “Do you know a Maud Hinkle?”

His puzzled look said “no” pretty convincingly.

“She bills herself as one of the upper echelon in the arcane
organization of which I spoke.”

“Yeah?”

“She ended our interview earlier this evening with a little
homily about hawks and helicopters. I took our subsequent en-
counter as a fillip of coincidence. But now I discover that the
evening has confirmed her intimations of plurality.” I shook my
head. “Hawk, I am suddenly catapulted into a paranoid world
where the walls not only have ears, but probably eyes, and long,
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claw-tipped fingers. Anyone about me—yea, even very you—
could turn out to be a spy. I suspect every sewer grating and
second-story window conceals binoculars, a tommygun, or worse.
What I just can't figure out is how these insidious forces, ubiqui-
tous and omnipresent though they be, induced you to lure me
into this intricate and diabolical—"

“Oh, cut it out!” He shook back his hair. “I didn’t lure—"

“Perhaps not consciously, but Special Services has Hologramic
Information Storage, and their methods are insidious and cruel—"

“I said cut it out.” And all sorts of hard little things happened
again. “Do you think I'd—" Then he realized how scared I was,
I guess. “Look, the Hawk isn’t some small time snatch-purse. He
lives in just as paranoid a world as you're in now, only all the
time. If he’s here, you can be sure there are just as many of
his men—eyes and ears and fingers—as there are of Maud
Hickenlooper.”

“Hinkle.”

“Anyway, it works both ways. No Singer’s going to— Look, do
you really think I would-"

And even though I knew all those hard little things were
scabs over pain, I said, “Yes.”

“You did something for me once, and I-"

“I gave you some more welts. That’s all.”

All the scabs pulled off.

“Hawk,” I said. “Let me see.”

He took a breath. Then he began to open the brass buttons.
The flaps of his jacket fell back. The lumia colored his chest with
pastel shiftings.

I felt my face wrinkle. I didn’t want to look away. I drew a hiss-
ing breath instead, which was just as bad.

He looked up. “There’re a lot more than when you were here
last, aren’t there?”

“You’re going to kill yourself, Hawk.”

He shrugged.

“I can’t even tell which are the ones I put there anymore.”

He started to point them out.

“Oh, come on,” I said, too sharply. And for the length of three
breaths, he grew more and more uncomfortable, till I saw him

109



TIME CONSIDERED AS HELIX OF STONES

start to reach for the bottom button. “Boy,” I said, trying to keep
despair out of my voice, “why do you do it?” and ended up keep-
ing out everything. There is nothing more despairing than a voice
empty.

He shrugged, saw I didn’t want that, and for a moment anger
flickered in his green eyes. I didn’t want that either. So he said:
“Look . . . you touch a person, softly, gently, and maybe you
even do it with love. And, well, I guess a piece of information
goes on up to the brain where something interprets it as pleas-
ure. Maybe something up there in my head interprets the in-
formation all wrong. . . .”

I shook my head. “You're a Singer. Singers are supposed to be
eccentric, sure; but—"

Now he was shaking his head. Then the anger opened up. And
I saw an expression move from all those spots that had com-
municated pain through the rest of his features, and vanish with-
out ever becoming a word. Once more he looked down at the
wounds that webbed his thin body.

“Button it up, boy. I'm sorry I said anything.”

Halfway up the lapels his hands stopped. “You really think
I'd turn you in?”

“Button it up.”

He did. Then he said, “Oh.” And then, “You know, it’s mid-
night.”

“So?”

“Edna just gave me the Word.”

“Which isp”

“Agate.”

I nodded.

He finished closing his collar. “What are you thinking about?”

“Cows.”

“Cows?” Hawk asked. “What about them?”

“You ever been on a dairy farm?”

He shook his head.

“To get the most milk, you keep the cows practically in sus-
pended animation. Theyre fed intravenously from a big tank
that pipes nutrients out and down, branching into smaller and
smaller pipes until it gets to all those high yield semi-corpses.”

“I've seen pictures.”
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“People.”

“ . .and cows?”

“You've given me the Word. And now it begins to funnel down,
branching out, with me telling others, and them telling still
others, till by midnight tomorrow. . .”

“I'll go get the—"

“Hawk?”

He turned back. “What?”

“You say you don’t think I'm going to be the victim of any
hanky-panky with the mysterious forces that know more than
we— Okay, that’s your opinion. But as soon as I get rid of this
stuff, I'm going to make the most distracting exit you've ever
seen.

Two little lines bit down Hawk’s forehead. “Are you sure I
haven't seen this one before?”

“As a matter of fact I think you have.” Now I grinned.

“Oh,” Hawk said, then made a sound that had the structure of
laughter but was all breath. “I'll get the Hawk.”

He ducked out between the trees.

I glanced up at the lozenges of moonlight in the leaves.

Ilooked down at my briefcase.

Up between the rocks, stepping around the long grass, came
the Hawk. He wore a gray evening suit; a gray silk turtleneck.
Above his craggy face his head was completely shaved.

“Mr. Cadwaliter-Erickson?” He held out his hand.

I shook: small sharp bones in loose skin. “Does one call you
Mr....?

“Arty.”

“Arty the Hawk.” I tried to look like I wasn’t giving his gray
attire the once-over.

He smiled. “Arty the Hawk. Yeah. I picked that name up when
I was younger than our friend down there. Alex says you got . . .
well, some things that are not exactly yours. That don’t belong
to you.”

I nodded.

“Show them to me.”

“You were told what—"
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He brushed away the end of my sentence. “Come on, let me
see.

He extended his hand, smiling affably as a bank clerk. I ran my
thumb around the pressure-zip. The cover went #sk. “Tell me,”
I said, looking up at his head still lowered to see what I had,
“What does one do about Special Services? They seem to be after
me.”

The head came up. Surprise changed slowly to a craggy leer.
“Why, Mr. Cadwaliter-Erickson!” He gave me the up and down
openly. “Keep your income steady. Keep it steady, that’s one
thing you can do.”

“If you buy these for anything like what they’re worth, that’s
going to be a little difficult.”

“I would imagine. I could always give you less money—"

The cover went sk again.

“—or, barring that, you could try to use your head and outwit
them.”

“You must have outwitted them at one time or another. You
may be on an even keel now, but you had to get there from some-
where else.”

Arty the Hawk’s nod was downright sly. “I guess you’ve had
a run-in with Maud. Well, I suppose congratulations are in
order. And condolences. I always like to do what’s in order.”

“You seem to know how to take care of yourself. I mean I
notice you’re not out there mingling with the guests.”

“There are two parties going on here tonight,” Arty said.
“Where do you think Alex disappears off to every five minutes?”

I frowned.

“That lumia down in the rocks"—he pointed towards my feet
—“is a mandala of shifting hues on our ceiling. Alex,” he chuckled,
“goes scuttling off under the rocks where there is a pavilion of
Oriental splendor-"

“—~and a separate guest list at the door?”

“Regina is on both. I'm on both. So’s the kid, Edna, Lewis,
Ann-"

“Am I supposed to know all this?”

“Well, you came with a person on both lists. I just
thought. . . .” He paused.

I was coming on wrong. Well. A quick change artist learns
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fairly quick that the verisimilitude factor in imitating someone
up the scale is your confidence in your unalienable right to
come on wrong. “I1l tell you,” I said. “How about exchanging
these”—I held out the briefcase—“for some information.”

“You want to know how to stay out of Maud’s clutches?” In a
moment he shook his head. “It would be pretty stupid of me to
tell you, even if I could. Besides, you've got your family fortunes
to fall back on.” He beat the front of his shirt with his thumb.
“Believe me, boy. Arty the Hawk didn’t have that. I didn’t have
anything like that.” His hands dropped into his pockets. “Let’s
see what you got.”

I opened the case again.

The Hawk looked for a while. After a few moments he picked
a couple up, turned them around, put them back down, put his
hands back in his pocket. “I'll give you sixty thousand for them,
approved credit tablets.”

“What about the information I wanted?”

“I wouldn’t tell you a thing.” He smiled. “I wouldn’t tell you
the time of day.”

There are very few successful thieves in this world. Still less
on the other five. The will to steal is an impulse towards the
absurd and the tasteless. (The talents are poetic, theatrical, a
certain reverse charisma. . . .) But it is a will, as the will to
order, power, love.

“All right,” I said.

Somewhere overhead I heard a faint humming.

Arty looked at me fondly. He reached under the lapel of his
jacket, and took out a handful of credit tablets—the scarlet-
banded tablets whose slips were ten thousand a piece. He pulled
off one. Two. Three. Four.

“You can deposit this much safely—?”

“Why do you think Maud is after me?”

Five. Six.

“Fine,” I said.

“How about throwing in the briefcase?” Arty asked.

“Ask Alex for a paper bag. If you want, I can send them—"

“Give them here.”

The humming was coming closer.

I held up the open case. Arty went in with both hands. He
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shoved them into his coat pockets, his pants pockets; the gray
cloth was distended by angular bulges. He looked left, right.
“Thanks,” he said. “Thanks.” Then he turned, and hurried down
the slope with all sorts of things in his pockets that weren’t his
now.

I looked up through the leaves for the noise, but I couldn’t
see anything.

I stooped down now and laid my case open. I pulled open
the back compartment where I kept the things that did belong
to me, and rummaged hurriedly through.

Alex was just offering puffy-eyes another scotch, while the
gentleman was saying, “Has anyone seen Mrs. Silem? What’s that
humming overhead—?” when a large woman wrapped in a veil
of fading fabric tottered across the rocks, screaming,

Her hands were clawing at her covered face.

Alex sloshed soda over his sleeve and the man said, “Oh my
God! Who's that?”

“Nol” the woman shrieked. “Oh nol Help mel” waving her
wrinkled fingers, brilliant with rings.

“Don’t you recognize her?” That was Hawk whispering con-
fidentially to someone else. “It's Henrietta, Countess of Effing-
ham.”

And Alex, overhearing, went hurrying to her assistance. The
Countess, however, ducked between two cacti, and disappeared
into the high grass. But the entire party followed. They were
beating about the underbush when a balding gentleman in a
black tux, bow tie, and cummerbund coughed and said, in a very
worried voice, “Excuse me, Mr. Spinnel?”

Alex whirled.

“Mr. Spinnel, my mother. . .V

“Who are you?” The interruption upset Alex terribly.

The gentleman drew himself up to announce, “The Honorable
Clement Effingham,” and his pants legs shook for all the world
as if he had started to click his heels. But articulation failed. The
expression melted on his face. “Oh, I ... my mother, Mr.
Spinnel. We were downstairs, at the other half of your party,
when she got very upset. She ran up here—oh, I told her not tol
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I knew you’d be upset. But you must help mel” and then looked
up.
The others looked too.

The helicopter blacked the moon, doffing and settling below
its hazy twin parasols.

“Oh, please . . .” the gentleman said. “You look over there!
Perhaps she’s gone back down. I've got to”—looking quickly both
ways—“find her.” He hurried in one direction while everyone else
hurried in others.

The humming was suddenly syncopated with a crash. Roaring
now, as plastic fragments from the transparent roof chattered
down through the branches, clattered on the rocks . . .

I made it into the elevator and had already thumbed the
edge of my briefcase clasp, when Hawk dove between the un-
folding foils. The electric-eye began to swing them open. I hit
DooR cLosE full fist.

The boy staggered, banged shoulders on two walls, then got
back breath and balance. “Hey, there’s police getting out of that
helicopter!”

“Hand-picked by Maud Hinkle herself, no doubt.” I pulled
the other tuft of white hair from my temple. It went into the
case on top of the plastiderm gloves (wrinkled, thick blue veins,
long carnelian nails) that had been Henrietta’s hands, lying in
the chiffon folds of her sari.

Then there was the downward tug of stopping. The Honorable
Clement was still half on my face when the door opened.

Cray and gray, with an absolutely dismal expression on his
face, the Hawk swung through the doors. Behind him people
were dancing in an elaborate pavilion festooned with Oriental
magnificence (and a mandala of shifting hues on the ceiling.)
Arty beat me to poor cLosk. Then he gave me an odd look.

I just sighed and finished peeling off Clem.

“The police are up there?” the Hawk reiterated.

“Arty,” I said, buckling my pants, “it certainly looks that way.”
The car gained momentum. “You look almost as upset as Alex.”
I shrugged the tux jacket down my arms, turning the sleeves
inside out, pulled one wrist free, and jerked off the white
starched dickie with the black bow tie and stuffed it into the

115



TIME CONSIDERED AS HELIX OF STONES

briefcase with all my other dickies; swung the coat around and
slipped on Howard Calvin Evingston’s good gray herringbone.
Howard (like Hank) is a redhead (but not as curly).

The Hawk raised his bare brows when I peeled off Clement’s
bald pate and shook out my hair.

“I noticed you aren’t carrying around all those bulky things in
your pocket any more.”

“Oh, those have been taken care of,” he said gruffly. “They’re
all right.”

“Arty,” 1 said, adjusting my voice down to Howard’s security-
provoking, ingenuous baritone, “it must have been my unabashed
conceit that made me think that those Regular Service police
were here just for me—"

The Hawk actually snarled. “They wouldnt be that unhappy
if they got me, too.”

And from his comer Hawk demanded, “You've got security
here with you, don’t you, Arty?”

“So what?”

“There’s one way you can get out of this,” Hawk hissed at
me. His jacket had come half open down his wrecked chest.
“That’s if Arty takes you out with him.”

“Brilliant idea,” I concluded. “You want a couple of thousand
back for the service?”

The idea didn’t amuse him. “I don’t want anything from you.”
He turned to Hawk. “I need something from you, kid. Not him.
Look, I wasn’t prepared for Maud. If you want me to get your
friend out, then you've got to do something for me.”

The boy looked confused.

I thought I saw smugness on Arty’s face, but the expression
resolved into concern. “You've got to figure out some way to fill
the lobby up with people, and fast.”

I was going to ask why but then I didn’t know the extent of
Arty’s security. I was going to ask how but the floor pushed up
at my feet and the doors swung open. “If you can’t do it,” the
Hawk growled to Hawk, “none of us will get out of here. None
of usl”

I had no idea what the kid was going to do, but when I started
to follow him out into the lobby, the Hawk grabbed my arm and
hissed, “Stay bere, you idiot!l”
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I stepped back. Arty was leaning on poor oPEN.

Hawk sprinted towards the pool. And splashed in.

He reached the braziers on their twelve foot tripods and began
to climb.

“He’s going to hurt himself!” the Hawk whispered.

“Yeah,” I said, but I don’t think my cynicism got through.

Below the great dish of fire, Hawk was fiddling. Then some-
thing under there came loose. Something else went Clang!/ And
something else spurted out across the water. The fire raced along
it and hit the pool, churning and roaring like hell.

A black arrow with a golden head; Hawk dove.

I bit the inside of my cheek as the alarm sounded. Four people
in uniforms were coming across the blue carpet. Another group
were crossing in the other direction, saw the flames, and one of
the women screamed. I let out my breath, thinking carpet and
walls and ceiling would be flameproof. But I kept losing focus
on the idea before the sixty-odd infemal feet.

Hawk surfaced on the edge of the pool in the only clear spot
left, rolled over on to the carpet, clutching his face. And rolled.
And rolled. Then, came to his feet.

Another elevator spilled out a load of passengers who gaped
and gasped. A crew came through the doors now with fire-
fighting equipment. The alarm was still sounding,.

Hawk turned to look at the dozen-odd people in the lobby.
Water puddled the carpet about his drenched and shiny pants
legs. Flame turned the drops on his cheek and hair to flickering
copper and blood.

He banged his fists against his wet thighs, took a deep breath,
and against the roar and the bells and the whispering, he Sang.

Two people ducked back into two elevators. From a doorway
half a dozen more emerged. The elevators returned half a minute
later with a dozen people each. I realized the message was going
through the building, there’s a Singer Singing in the lobby.

The lobby filled. The flames growled, the fire fighters stood
around shuffling, and Hawk, feet apart on the blue rug, by the
burning pool Sang, and Sang of a bar off Times Square full of
thieves, morphadine-heads, brawlers, drunkards, women too old
to trade what they still held out for barter, and trade just too
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nasty-grimy, where, earlier in the evening, a brawl had broken
out, and an old man had been critically hurt in the fray.

Arty tugged at my sleeve.

“What . . . ?”

“Come on,” he hissed.

The elevator door closed behind us.

We ambled through the attentive listeners, stopping to watch,
stopping to hear. I couldn’t really do Hawk justice. A Iot of that
slow amble I spent wondering what sort of security Arty had:

Standing behind a couple in a bathrobe who were squinting
into the heat, I decided it was all very simple. Arty wanted
simply to drift away through a crowd, so he’d conveniently got-
ten Hawk to manufacture one.

To get to the door we had to pass through practically a cordon
of Regular Service policemen who I don'’t think had anything to
do with what might have been going on in the roof garden; they'd
simply collected to see the fire and stayed for the Song. When
Arty tapped one on the shoulder, “Excuse me please,” to get by,
the policeman glanced at him, glanced away, then did a Mack
Sennet double-take. But another policeman caught the whole
interchange, and touched the first on the arm and gave him a
frantic little headshake. Then both men turned very deliberately
back to watch the Singer. While the earthquake in my chest
stilled, I decided that the Hawk’s security complex of agents and
counter agents, maneuvering and machinating through the flam-
ing lobby, must be of such finesse and intricacy that to attempt
understanding was to condemn oneself to total paranoia.

Arty opened the final door.

I stepped from the last of the air conditioning into the night.

We hurried down the ramp.

“Hey, Arty. . . ?”

“You go that way.” He pointed down the street. “I go this
way.,

“Eh. . . what’s that way?” I pointed in my direction.

“Twelve Towers sub-sub-subway station. Look, I've got you
out of there. Believe me, you're safe for the time being. Now go
take a train someplace interesting. Goodbye. Go on now.” Then
Arty the Hawk put his fists in his pockets and hurried up the
street.
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I started down, keeping near the wall, expecting someone to
get me with a blow-dart from a passing car, a death-ray from
the shrubbery.

I reached the sub.

And still nothing had happened.

AGATE gave way to MALACHITE:

TOURMALINE:

BERYL (during which month I turned twenty-six):
PORPHYRY:

sappHIRE (that month I took the ten thousand I hadn't frittered
away and invested it in The Glacier, a perfectly legitimate ice
cream palace on Triton—the first and only ice cream palace on
Triton—which took off like fireworks; all investors were returned
eight hundred percent, no kidding. Two weeks later I'd lost half
of those earnings on another set of preposterous illegalities, and
was feeling quite depressed, but The Glacier kept pulling them
in. The new Word came by):

CINNABAR:
TURQUOISE:
TIGER'S EYE:

Hector Calhoun Eisenhower finally buckled down and spent
these three months learning how to be a respectable member
of the upper middle class underworld. That is a long novel in
itself. High finance; corporate law; how to hire help: Whew! But
the complexities of life have always intrigued me. I got through
it. The basic rule is still the same: observe carefully, imitate ef-
fectively.

GARNET:
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ToPAZ (I whispered that word on the roof of the Trans-Satellite

Power Station, and caused my hirelings to commit two murders.
And you know? I didn't feel a thing):

TAAFITE:

We were nearing the end of Taafite. I'd come back to Triton
on strictly Glacial business. A bright pleasant morning it was: the
business went fine. I decided to take off the afternoon and go
sight-seeing in the Torrents.

“. . . two hundred and thirty yards high,” the guide announced
and everyone around me leaned on the rail and gazed up
through the plastic corridor at the cliffs of frozen methane that
soared through Neptune’s cold green glare.

“Just a few yards down the catwalk, ladies and gentlemen,
you can catch your first glimpse of the Well of This World, where,
over a million years ago, a mysterious force science still cannot
explain caused twenty-five square miles of frozen methane to
liquify for no more than a few hours during which time a whirl-
pool twice the depth of Earth’s Grand Canyon was caught for
the ages when the temperature dropped once more to. . .”

People were moving down the corridor when I saw her smiling.
My hair was black and nappy and my skin was chestnut dark
today.

I was just feeling overconfident, I guess, so I kept standing
around next to her. I even contemplated coming on. Then she
broke the whole thing up by suddenly turning to me and saying,
perfectly deadpan: “Why, if it isn’t Hamlet Caliban Enobarbus!”

Old reflexes realigned my features to couple the frown of con-
fusion with the smile of indulgence. Pardon me, but I think you
must have mistaken . .. No, I didnt say it. “Maud,” 1 said,
“have you come here to tell me that my time has come?”

She wore several shades of blue, with a large blue brooch at
her shoulder, obviously glass. Still, I realized as I looked about
the other tourists, she was more inconspicuous amidst their finery
than I was. “No,” she said. “Actually I'm on vacation. Just like
you.”

“No kidding?” We had dropped behind the crowd. “You are
kidding.”
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“Special Services of Earth, while we cooperate with Special
Services on other worlds, has no official jurisdiction on Triton.
And since you came here with money, and most of your recorded
gain in income has been through The Glacier, while Regular
Services on Triton might be glad to get you, Special Services is
not after you as yet.” She smiled. “I haven’t been to The Glacier
yet. It would really be nice to say I'd been taken there by one of
the owners. Could we go for a soda, do you think?”

The swirled sides of the Well of This World dropped away in
opalescent grandeur. Tourists gazed and the guide went on about
indices of refraction, angles of incline.

“I don’t think you trust me,” Maud said.

My look said she was right.

“Have you ever been involved with narcotics?” she asked
suddenly.

I frowned.

“No, I'm serious. I want to try and explain something . . . a
point of information that may make both our lives easier.”

“Peripherally,” I said. “I'm sure you've got down all the infor-
mation in your dossiers.”

“I was involved with them a good deal more than peripherally
for several years,” Maud said. “Before I got into Special Services,
I was in the Narcotics Division of the regular force. And the
people we dealt with twenty-four hours a day were drug users,
drug pushers. To catch the big ones we had to make friends with
the little ones. To catch the bigger ones, we had to make friends
with the big. We had to keep the same hours they kept, talk the
same language, for months at a time live on the same streets,
in the same building.” She stepped back from the rail to let a
youngster ahead. “I had to be sent away to take the morphadine
de-toxification cure twice while I was on the narco squad. And
I had a better record than most.”

“What'’s your point?”

“Just this. You and I are traveling in the same circles now, if
only because of our respective chosen professions. You'd be sur-
prised how many people we already know in common. Don’t be
shocked when we run into each other crossing Sovereign Plaza in
Bellona one day, then two weeks later wind up at the same
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restaurant for lunch at Lux on Iapetus. Though the circles we
move in cover worlds, they are the same, and not that big.”

“Come on.” I don't think I sounded happy. “Let me treat you
to that ice cream.” We started back down the walkway.

“You know,” Maud said, “if you do stay out of Special Services’
hands here and on Earth long enough, eventually you'll be up
there with a huge income growing on a steady slope. It might be
a few years, but it’s possible. There’s no reason now for us to be
personal enemies. You just may, someday, reach that point where
Special Services loses interest in you as quarry. Oh, we’d still see
each other, run into each other. We get a great deal of our in-
formation from people up there. We're in a position to help you
too, you see.”

“You've been casting holograms again.”

She shrugged. Her face looked positively ghostly under the
pale planet. She said, when we reached the artificial lights of the
city, “Oh, I did meet two friends of yours recently, Lewis and
Ann.”

“The Singers?”

She nodded.

“Oh, I don't really know them well.”

“They seem to know a lot about you. Perhaps through that
other Singer, Hawk.”

“Oh,” I said again. “Did they say how he was?”

“I read that he was recovering about two months back. But
nothing since then.”

“That’s about all I know too,” I said.

“The only time I've ever seen him,” Maud said, “was right
after I pulled him out.”

Arty and I had gotten out of the lobby before Hawk actually
finished. The next day on the news-tapes I learned that when
his Song was over, he shrugged out of his jacket, dropped his
pants, and walked back into the pool.

The fire-fighter crew suddenly woke up; people began running
around and screaming: he'd been rescued, seventy percent of
his body covered with second and third degree burns. I'd been
industriously not thinking about it.

“You pulled him out?”
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“Yes. I was in the helicopter that landed on the roof,” Maud
said. “I thought you'd be impressed to see me.”

“Oh,” I said. “How did you get to pull him out?”

“Once you got going, Arty’s security managed to jam the ele-
vator service above the seventy-first floor, so we didn’t get to
the lobby till after you were out of the building. That’s when
Hawk tried to—"

“But it was you actually saved him, though?”

“The firemen in that neighborhood haven't had a fire in
twelve years! I don't think they even knew how to operate the
equipment. I had my boys foam the pool, then I waded in and
pulled him—"

“Oh,” I said again. I had been trying hard, almost succeeding,
these eleven months. I wasn’t there when it happened. It wasn’t
my affair. Maud was saying:

“We thought we might have gotten a lead on you from him.
But when I got him to the shore, he was completely out, just one
terrible mass of open, running—"

“I should have known the Special Services uses Singers too,”
I said. “Everyone else does. The Word changes today, doesn’t
it? Lewis and Ann didn't pass on what the new one is?”

“I saw them yesterday, and the Word doesn’t change for an-
other eight hours. Besides, they wouldn't tell me, anyway.” She
glanced at me and frowned. “They really wouldn’t.”

“Let’s go have some sodas,” I said. “We’ll make small talk, and
listen carefully to each other, while we affect an air of noncha-
lance; you will try to pick up things that will make it easier to
catch me; I will listen for things you let slip that might make it
easier for me to avoid you.”

“Um-hm.” She nodded.

“Why did you contact me in that bar, anyway?”

Eyes of ice: “I told you, we simply travel in the same circles.
We're quite likely to be in the same bar on the same night.”

“I guess that’s just one of the things I'm not supposed to under-
stand, huh?”

Her smile was appropriately ambiguous. I didn’t push it.

It was a very dull afternoon. I couldn’t repeat one exchange
from the nonsense we babbled over the cherry peaked mountains
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of whipped cream. We both exerted so much energy to keep up
the appearance of being amused, I doubt either one of us could
see our way to picking up anything meaningful; if anything mean-
ingful was said.

She left. I brooded some more on the charred, black phoenix.

The Steward of The Glacier called me into the kitchen to ask
about a shipment of contraband milk (The Glacier makes all its
own ice cream) that I had been able to wangle on my last trip
to Earth (it’s amazing how little progress there has been in dairy
farming over the last ten years; it was depressingly easy to hom-
swoggle that bumbling Vermonter) and under the white lights
and great plastic churning vats, while I tried to get things
straightened out, he made some comment about the Heist Cream
Emperor; that didn’t do any good.

By the time the evening crowd got there, and the moog was
making music and the crystal walls were blazing; and the floor
show—a new addition that week—had been cajoled into going on
anyway (a trunk of costumes had gotten lost in shipment [or
swiped, but I wasn’t about to tell them that]), and wandering
through the tables I, personally, had caught a very grimy little
girl, obviously out of her head on morph, trying to pick up a
customer’s pocketbook from the back of a chair—I just caught her
by the wrist, made her let go, and led her to the door, daintily,
daintily, while she blinked at me with dilated eyes and the
customer never even knew—and the floor show, having decided
what the hell, were doing their act au naturel, and everyone was
having just a high old time, I was feeling really bad.

I went outside, sat on the wide steps, and growled when I
had to move aside to let people in or out. About the seventy-fifth
growl, the person I growled at stopped and boomed down at
me, “I thought I'd find you if I looked hard enough! I mean if
I really looked.”

I looked at the hand that was flapping at my shoulder, fol-
lowed the arm up to a black turtleneck, where there was a beefy,
bald, grinning head. “Arty,” I said, “what are . . . ?” But he was
still flapping and laughing with impervious gamutlicheit.

“You wouldn't believe the time I had getting a picture of you,
boy. Had to bribe one out of the Triton Special Services De-
partment. That quick change bit. Great gimmick. Just great!” The
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Hawk sat down next to me and dropped his hand on my knee.
“Wonderful place you got here. I like it, like it a lot.” Small bones
in veined dough. “But not enough to make you an offer on it yet.
You're leaming fast there, though. I can tell you're learning fast.
I'm going to be proud to be able to say I was the one who gave
you your first big break.” His hand came away and he began to
knead it into the other. “If youre going to move into the big
time, you have to have at least one foot planted firmly on the
right side of the law. The whole idea is to make yourself indis-
pensable to the good people; once that’s done, a good crook has
the keys to all the treasure houses in the system. But I'm not
telling you anything you don't already know.”

“Arty,” I said, “do you think the two of us should be seen
together here . . . ?”

The Hawk held his hand above his lap and joggled it with a
deprecating motion. “Nobody can get a picture of us. I got my
men all around. I never go anywhere in public without my
security. Heard you've been looking into the security business
yourself,” which was true. “Good idea. Very good. I like the
way you're handling yourself.”

“Thanks. Arty, I'm not feeling too hot this evening. I came out
here to get some air. . . .V

Anty’s hand fluttered again. “Don’t worry, I won't hang around.
You're right. We shouldn’t be seen. Just passing by and wanted
to say hello. Just hello.” He got up. “That’s all.” He started down
the steps.

“Arty?”

He looked back.

“Sometime soon you will come back; and that time you will
want to buy out my share of The Glacier, because I'll have gotten
too big; and I won’t want to sell because I'll think I'm big enough
to fight you. So we'll be enemies for a while. You'll try to kill me.
I'll try to kill you.”

On his face, first the frown of confusion; then, the indulgent
smile. “I see you've caught on to the idea of hologramic informa-
tion. Very good. Good. It's the only way to outwit Maud.
Make sure all your information relates to the whole scope of the
situation. It’s the only way to outwit me too.” He smiled, started
to turn, but thought of something else. “If you can fight me off
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long enough, and keep growing, keep your security in tiptop
shape, eventually we'll get to the point where it'll be worth both
our whiles to work together again. If you can just hold out, we'll
be friends again. Someday. You just watch. Just wait.”

“Thanks for telling me.”

The Hawk looked at his watch. “Well. Goodbye.” I thought he
was going to leave finally, But he glanced up again. “Have you
got the new Wordr”

“That’s right,” I said. “It went out tonight. What is it?”

The Hawk waited till the people coming down the steps were
gone. He looked hastily about, then leaned towards me with
hands cupped at his mouth, rasped, “Pyrite,” and winked hugely.
“I just got it from a gal who got it direct from Colette” (one of
the three Singers of Triton). Then he tumed, jounced down the
steps, and shouldered his way into the crowds passing on the
strip.

I sat there mulling through the year till I had to get up and
walk. All walking does to my depressive moods is add the rein-
forcing rhythm of paranoia. By the time I was coming back, I
had worked out a dilly of a delusional system: The Hawk had
already begun to weave some security ridden plot about me
which ended when we were all trapped in some dead end alley,
and trying to get aid I called out, “Pyritel” which would turn
out not to be the Word at all, but served to identify me for the
man in the dark gloves with the gun/grenade/gas.

There was a cafeteria on the corner. In the light from the
window, clustered over the wreck by the curb was a bunch of
nasty-grimies (4 la Triton: chains around the wrists, bumblebee
tattoo on cheek, high heel boots on those who could afford
them). Straddling the smashed headlight was the little morph-
head I had ejected earlier from The Glacier.

On a whim I went up to her. “Hey?”

She looked at me from under hair like trampled hay, eyes all
pupil.

“You get the new Word yet?”

She rubbed her nose, already scratch red. “Pyrite,” she said.
“It just came down about an hour ago.”

“Who told you?”
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She considered my question. “I got it from a guy who says he
got it from a guy who came in this evening from New York who
picked it up there from a Singer named Hawk.”

The three grimies nearest made a point of not looking at me.
Those further away let themselves glance.

“Oh,” I said. “Oh. Thanks.”

Occam’s Razor, along with any real information on how se-
curity works, hones away most such paranoia. PYRITE. At a cer-
tain level in my line of work, paranoia’s just an occupational
disease. At least I was certain that Arty (and Maud) probably
suffered from it as much as I did.

The lights were out on The Glacier’s marquee. Then I remem-
bered, and ran up the stairs,

But the door was locked. I pounded on the glass a couple of
times, but everyone had gone home. And the thing that made it
worse was that I could see it sitting on the counter of the coat-
check alcove under the orange bulb. The steward had probably
put it there, thinking I might arrive before everybody left. To-
morrow at noon Ho Chi Eng had to pick up his reservation for
the Marigold Suite on the Interplanetary Liner The Platinum
Swan, which left at one-thirty for Bellona. And there behind the
glass doors of The Glacier waited the proper wig, as well as the
epicanthic folds that would halve Mr. Eng’s sloe eyes of jet.

I actually thought of breaking in. But the more practical solu-
tion was to get the hotel to wake me at nine and come in with
the cleaning man. I turned around and started down the steps;
and the thought struck me, and made me terribly sad, so that I
blinked and smiled just from reflex: it was probably just as
well to leave it there till the morning, because there was nothing
in it that wasn’t mine, anyway.
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Here is an absorbing story of a future University
rigidly controlled by robots. Considering the increas-
ing warnings in recent years about the problems of
the Multiversity concept, this would seem to be an
allegory on that theme. But it is more, too—for what
children learn, and how, is the basis of all human
society.

TrE INsSTRUCTOR made a short, sharp and sibilant sound. Immedi-
ately, the classroom was filled with one of those ominous silences
that were becoming so common lately. While she made those
faint stuttering sounds to herself, everyone waited in quiet, rigid
terror.

HEMEAC stood at his desk near the back, breathing deeply
and slowly, controlling his fear and attentively watching the glit-
tering flatness of the Instructor’s scanner. He knew that these
things often indicated that someone would be sent to the Dean’s
office for a Special Examination, but a good student such as he
was did not break into trembling perspiration at the mere threat
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of a Special Examination. He kept telling himself this with
mute intellectual vehemence, while his knees trembled under his
silver mail tunic and a trickling rivulet of perspiration slid down
his spine.

Involuntarily, his eyes dropped to the desk in front of him, Last
week, IAC had been there, as he had been for the past sixteen
years—as long as HEMEAC could remember. Then, somehow,
he had made a mistake, probably a missed command for which
he couldn’t give an explanation. At any rate, he had been called
up to the Dean’s office for a Special Examination. He had failed,
as practically everybody else did these days, and had been
promptly expelled from the University.

Dim, half-formed images of menace grew in HEMEAC’s imag-
ination as he considered the Outside World, where TIAC was
now. Beyond the impregnable gates of this comfortable Univer-
sity lay that war-tom ruin of a dying planet, a region of savages,
injustice and bestiality, ruled by idiot renegades. The Savages
had TAC now. HEMEAC wondered if they had already eaten
him.

“HEMEACI!” sounded the crisp, level voice of the Instructor.
“Eyes front!”

“Click,” said HEMEAC with terrified calm, as he raised his
eyes from the empty desk to the scanner where they belonged.

“Recite,” she ordered. “Define the term ‘education.’”

“Click. By education is meant the training and disciplining of
those beings who can be benefited by such improvement. Such
as humans and some of the higher animals.”

Silence for a long moment. Then the Instructor said, “Inac-
curate and incomplete, HEMEAC. Education is the leading of
an organic intellect into higher orders of perfection of knowl-
edge and discipline. Note the word ‘organic.” Do you know why
that is included in the definition, HEMEAC?”

“Because,” he replied with quick student’s logic, “robots do not
have to be educated.”

“Inaccurate,” stated the Instructor calmly, “The robotic intel-
ligence not only does not have to be educated, it cannot be
educated. The full perfection of its mode of action is already
complete in its first operation. Perfection, in the sense of having
achieved the ultimate in its development, is intrinsic to the ro-
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botic being. Robots do not learn. Except for accidental informa-
ton of a superficial nature, they already know all that is
necessary for full functionability when they are turned on. This
is true even of those robots who have a curioso-flex in their cir-
cuitry, HEMEAC, do you know what a curioso-flex is?”

“Click. It is a random-information-secker.”

The Instructor waited. HEMEAC dutifully continued his
memorized recitation.

“It is included in all primary control computers, of which only
one remains in service here at the University. Organic intellects
have a similar system for the random study of potentially use-
ful information, which is called curiosity because of its resem-
blance to the curioso. Like most other organic faculties, however,
it is subject to individual voluntary control, and therefore is not
as efficient as the curioso.”

“Very well,” said the Instructor. She hummed and buzzed and
clicked for a few moments, after which she added, “This is a
class in Social Philosophy, HEMEAC, not Robot Circuitry. Kindly
stick to the subject in the future.”

“Click,” said HEMEAC.

The Instructor was briefly silent again, as her scanner exam-
ined the student listing before calling on another boy.

“OBSIC.”

“Click,” piped the boy.

“Describe the purpose of education.”

“The purpose of education,” stated OBSIC in calm, even
tones, “is to develop the human mind so that it may approach
the natural perfection of the robotic intelligence as closely as its
limited faculties will permit.”

His voice went on in rote recitation, but HEMEAC’s mind
was wandering again. He glanced at the empty desk in front of
him and wondered what it was really like out there in the Out-
side World where there were no robots any more with their
beautiful shiny faces, but only animals and ruins. HEMEAC had
some difficulty in visualizing a human being like himself living
as an animal, but he knew that it was so. He had seen them once
from that window in the Dean’s office.

He pictured himself marching out the low, triple-sealed gate,
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as JAC had been forced to do, and falling into the hands of the
wild, barking savages who always waited there for just that very
thing,

And there was good reason for them to wait, too. The Uni-
versity expelled somebody almost every week lately.

“Why all the stalling, HEMEAC?” he suddenly heard the In-
structor announce in a loud voice.

Terrified, he looked around and saw that the class period was
over and that the other students were filing out into the corridor
in an orderly line, while there he was—still standing at his desk.

“Her,” he mumbled, “somebody spilled oil in the corridor. I
could smell it.” Spilled oil, he knew, was always a matter for
legitimate concern. And oil was always being spilled.

“What does oil in the corridor have to do with your time
sense?” asked the Instructor.

“It is a waste. It should be reported.”

“It has already been reported,” said the Instructor, dismissing
him. “Pay better attention in the future.”

“Click!” HEMEAC turned and half ran toward the door.

“Stiffly there, HEMEAC,” she admonished him. “Stiffly. And
less of that random motion. That's just as wasteful as spilling
oil.”

Obediently, HEMEAC slowed down and walked with the cor-
rect, measured pace, his shoulders thrown back, head erect, eyes
forward, mind blank. Or almost blank, at least. That unadmitted
terror was still there.

He managed to fall in at the end of the line and followed the
rest of the students down the long, cluttered, oil-stained cor-
ridor, down the steps, down more dirty corridors and more steps
through the huge building until they finally reached the dormi-
tory level. There he filed in with the rest of the students in a hall
built for thousands, walking slowly and precisely past the rows
of cubicles until they came to their own.

HEMEAC was still walking after the rest had stopped, because
he was out of his regular place in the line. Fearfully, aware of
the all-seeing eye of the Monitor, he moved up to his cubicle,
stopped and waited. Like all the other students, he stood and
waited for the command, listening to the disciplined rustle of
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their colleagues as they also breathed and waited, every nerve
alert.

There was a sudden rush of sound as the other students turned
in a body and walked into their cubicles. HEMEAC, realizing
he had missed the command again, quickly turned himself and
took one step across the threshold.

“HEMEAC,” said the voice of the Monitor.

“Click.” He froze where he was, one foot inside the cubicle, the
other foot still in the corridor.

“Moving too jerky. What's the matter, didn’t you get the com-
mand?”

“Click. I got it,” he lied.

“Why the delay?”

“There was some oil spilled in the classroom corridor,”
HEMEAC suggested hopefully. Out of the corner of his eye, he
saw that another student had unwisely paused to listen to the
discussion. The Monitor saw it too, of course, and snapped,
“Mind blank!” and the erring boy quickly scurried on inside his
cubicle.

“Now then, HEMEAC,” the Monitor went on. “What does oil
in the classroom corridor have to do with your time-command
sense?”

“It is such a waste,” said HEMEAC. He tried to think of an
excuse that he had not used so recently. None came. “It was—
you know—"His voice trailed off.

The Monitor hummed an off-key note. “Waiting, HEMEAC.”

Frantically the boy thought, his well trained mind racing
around in an inaudible flutter of synapses and the gallop of ur-
gent ideas. He thought of IAC and the Outside World and the
Special Examination he might have to take if he couldn’t figure
out an acceptable excuse for his failure. He knew that the reason
why he had missed the command was a preoccupying fear, but
to admit such a thing would be disastrous. “There was oil,” he said
lamely. “I slipped on it a little, and in maintaining my balance, I
think I strained a muscle.”

The Monitor hummed off and on, as she considered the excuse.
Finally she said, “Very well, HEMEAC. Report to the Physician
after fueling.”

“Click,” said the boy in a wavering voice.
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“And watch your speech,” the Monitor added loudly. “You are
using high order tonals. You should have passed them three years
ago.”

“Click,” agreed HEMEAC dully.

“That’s better.”

HEMEAC, understanding that he had been dismissed for the
moment, lifted his second foot and placed it beside the other
in his cubicle, and the door hummed shut behind him. The light
sprang from the ceiling, bathing everything in the tiny room with
a soft, cool effulgence, including the milky porridge that was
waiting on a tray. HEMEAC sat down and ate, carefully holding
himself erect and stiff, moving his arm and mouth as little as
possible. He tried to blank his mind, but it kept wondering about
the excuse he would have to give the Physician for not having
any strained muscles.

It was difficult for a person to survive in this, the last cozy
retreat of world civilization. And somehow it seemed to be be-
coming rapidly more difficult. Particularly during the past year,
the perfect reasonableness of the robotic intelligence had seemed
inexplicable to him. The thought of his lack of normal progress
toward the ideal tortured him almost as much as his fear of the
fatal expulsion it might incur.

Mind blank, mind blank, mind blank, he recited to himself.

Some day, he thought, it will be good and I will not have to
be afraid of missing commands or not understanding the pur-
poses of things, and then maybe the Dean will let me do design
work in the machine shop.

Mind blank, he said to himself,

He pictured the beautiful, blue-gleaming perfection of an
integrally-lubricated joint and smiled. But the smile did not reach
his lips. It stayed in his mind where sharp-eyed Monitors would
not see it.

Mind blank, he said to himself.

He thought of the tired faces and terrified eyes that were all
he remembered of IAC, marching toward the gate. He thought
of the Outside World where people were animals and had no
robots to teach them.

Mind blank, he said to himself.

The bowl was empty, and his stomach was full. Unconsciously,
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HEMEAC breathed a sigh of animal contentment. He placed
the spoon beside the bowl on the tray and stiffly waited. There
was a command due for him to report to the Physician, right
after the other students were commanded to report to class, and
this time he was confident he would get it.

Out in the corridor there came a rumbling as the other students
marched back to the afternoon class in History. He waited.

Now, he said to himself.

He stood up; the door opened, and he walked out into the
corridor, moving down the row of cubicles with measured,
precise pace, head up, shoulders back, chest out, eyes straight
ahead and mind blank. Well, almost blank, anyway. He was won-
dering if he had timed it right.

“HEMEAC.”

He stopped abruptly and stood with rigid obedience. “Click.”

“Ninety-four seconds late. Why the delay? Didn’t you get the
command to report for class?”

“Click. I got it. But my command was to report to the Physi-
cian, which comes after the command to report to class.”

The Monitor hummed and buzzed. She said, “Correct. You
may proceed.” But then she quickly added a short “ssszzzz,” and
snapped, “HEMEAC, you may account for your unauthorized
presence in the dormitory.”

“Her?” squeaked HEMEAC, his voice a full octave too high
in his surprise.

“Very high order tonal,” commented the Monitor. “Unex-
plained presence in the Dormitory. Two simultaneous offenses
are beyond my capacity to analyze. Decision: Report to the
Dean’s office for a Special Examination.”

“The Physician—" started HEMEAC desperately.

“The Dean will decide whether you should report to the Phy-
sician,” replied the Monitor and shut up.

The Dean was in one of her chatty moods, a bad sign. She
said, “Sit down, HEMEAC, and we'll talk about things.”

“Click.” He obeyed, sitting on a low stool directly before her
scanner, keeping his eyes away from the window that was just
above it.

“How are you getting on with your work, HEMEAC?”
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“Satisfactory progress, Her,” he replied.

“You are charged with stalling in the classroom, high order
tonals, and failure to report to the Physician as ordered,” the
Dean said cheerfully. “Can you account for these matters?”

He couldn’t. He couldn’t even imagine why the Dean’s record
of the sequence was apparently incomplete and inaccurate. He
thought of mentioning the Dormitory Monitor’s paradoxical or-
ders, but decided against such a clear demonstration of how
far short of the ideal intelligence he fell. Instead, he said simply,
“It was an accident.”

“Mmmmmm,” the Dean purred. “Something in here about oil
in the corridors, too. Did you spill some oil this morning,
HEMEAC?”

“No, Her.”

The Dean pondered. “You said something about oil, though,
didn’t you?”

“It was just some old oil in the corridor that somebody else
spilled,” HEMEAC said cautiously. “I could smell it.”

“What is it,” the Dean said obliquely, “that bothers you about
the sense of smell?”

“Qil,” said HEMEAC insistently. “I smelled oil.”

“The smell of spilled oil didn’t frighten you, did it—just because
we have so little of it these days?”

“No, Her.”

“Splendid, HEMEAC,” the Dean purred. “I'm glad to hear
that. Always remember, the Good Robot is never afraid. Fear
is a purely organic reaction. It therefore interferes with the so-
ciety of machines and men, right? And we couldn’t tolerate any-
thing like that—particularly here at the University. Right?”

“Click.”

“Then why did you miss that command—just 2 moment, HE-
MEAGC, while I relocate that record of yours. I seem to have mis-
filed it.”

There was a passing silence, and as he waited, the boy’s eyes
strayed to that window above the Dean’s scanner. It was the only
opening in the entire University that showed directly on the Out-
side World. Through it he could see the savages and renegades,
who wandered about the clearing out there like idiot children,
everyone seeming to move at random.
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It was easy to distinguish between a savage and a renegade.
The renegades had some sort of rudimentary education, as evi-
denced by the fact that they all dressed identically—except for
some markings on their shoulders. One of these now glanced up
at the window, pointed at him, and then shouted at the others.
Soon they were all watching him through the big window. HE-
MEAC stared back, terrified and uncomprehending,.

“Ah,” stated the Dean, interrupting his thoughts., “I see. Your
scholastic record is very good, HEMEAC. You also do your ma-
chine shop work with great precision. Why this sudden break-
down in your time-sense just because you spilled a little oil?”

“I smelled it,” HEMEAC insisted. “I did not spill it.”

“It is of no importance,” insisted the Dean in her turn. “Why
did it bother you?r”

HEMEAC swallowed, He had expected this Examination to
be tricky, but nothing had prepared him for anything quite as
wicked as this. He stared at the scanner, resolutely ignoring the
stirring fear in his stomach, and repeated, “Somebody spilled oil
in the corridor. It is a waste.”

There was no immediate reply. HEMEAC held his breath
for a few moments before he realized what he was doing and
then exhaled slowly, so that it would not be noticed. The sub-
ject had never come up, but he was pretty sure the Good Robot
did not hold her breath.

“Oh yes,” the Dean commented finally. “There was some oil
spilled there this morning, after all. The Janitor had an accident
owing to the fact that she is badly in need of repairs. It is a pity
that we have only one Janitor left in the entire University. The
place was designed to take the services of ten.”

HEMEAC nodded with slow, precise respect.

“We had the full quota of ten at the beginning, you know. But
now, although we have far more maintenance problems, we have
only one. Ever since the Trouble, when the renegades destroyed
the replacement-parts factories, maintenance has slowly grown
worse. And the poor savages haven't been able to rebuild sub-
stitutes for the factories yet. Do you remember the Trouble, HE-
MEAC? No,” she quickly corrected herself, “of course you don’t.
The Trouble was many years ago, and you are still in your teens.”
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“Click,” said HEMEAC modestly, although this matter was
precisely the subject under study in the History class.

“A most unreasonable situation,” the Dean said. “Some day
I will have to collect all my tapes on the subject.” She paused,
hummed and faintly clicked and buzzed. “Sometimes,” she said
finally, “I wish they had not included a curioso in my computer.
It is very irritating to have to be without the key elements of
situation-information.”

“Irritating?” echoed HEMEAC.

“Organic term,” explained the Dean. “What I mean is that my
scanner keeps going over my tapes, even though I already know
the answer isn’t there. It is hard on maintenance, and it takes up
so much time.”

“Click,” said HEMEAC.

“But we are getting off the subject, aren’t we? You still haven’t
told me all about that oil. Why did you spill all that oil?”

“The Janitor spilled it,” said HEMEAC carefully.

“Oh, yes. So she did,” the Dean replied. There was a faint
chattering of micro-miniature relays hidden in the cabinet. “One
of the reflexion elbows here is leaking pretty badly these days,”
said the Dean. “The lubricant is altering the dielectric character-
istics of some of my large capacitors. I have to keep shifting cir-
cuits, and sometimes the tapes don’t follow.

“In any event,” she concluded, “there doesn’t seem to be much
substance to the charge of spilling oil, HEMEAC. I'll strike that.”

“Thank you, Her,” said HEMEAC.

“Now let’s talk about your using high order tonals. This charge
comes from your Dormitory Monitor. There is no detail included,
however, and I seem to be unable to contact her at the moment.
Perhaps she is temporarily out of order. Please excuse me while
I notify the Janitor.”

There was a brief pause.

“The Janitor seems to be temporarily out of order also,” the
Dean said. “So we shall have to get along without any help. You
must explain why you used high order tonals yourself, HEMEAC.”

“I don’t know anything about it, Her,” HEMEAC said in a quiet,
even tone of voice.

“You are certainly using tonals suitable for your age group
now,” the Dean observed. “Maybe the Monitor needs servicing.
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Everything seems to need servicing these days. If only we could
get a few new Janitors it would be a big help. But for years
the savages and renegades have been able to supply us with
nothing but human fuel, which is hardly of any use in the Main-
tenance Department.”

HEMEAC studiously stared at the scanner, blinking his eyes
once every four seconds, keeping his breathing regular, his chin
up, and mind blank.

“Well,” the Dean concluded, “we’ll just erase that bit of data
from your tab, HEMEAC. There is no reason to punish you for
something that has gone wrong with your Monitor’s circuitry,
is there?”

“Oh no, Her,” said HEMEAC, unconsciously emitting a sigh
of relief.

The Dean pounced upon it instantly. “There. That certainly
sounded like a high order tonal. About third, I'd say, without
getting into a partial analysis of the waveform.”

Eyes front, mind blank, blank, blank, said HEMEAC to him-
self urgently.

“You are not having any personality troubles, are you?” asked
the Dean.

“No, Her.”

“You do get the commands as your record says, don’t you?”

“Click.” Or at least, if he didn’t get them, somebody else did,
and HEMEAC was generally alert enough to follow suit without
any perceptible delay.

“That’s fine, HEMEAC. It’s just a matter of timing,. If you know
the time the commands will come, you can receive them, because
they are always self-evident and never change. All you need is
the pattern and the rhythm. It’s the same thing that wakes you
at the same precise time every morning, right?”

“Click.”

“Good. It would be so inappropriate to have to expel a boy
with a name like yours, HEMEAC. Did you ever see your name-
sake? No, that’s right, you couldn’t. She was destroyed in the
Trouble.”

“I have seen pictures of her,” HEMEAC said helpfully. “She
was very beautiful.”

“You should say she was very orderly,” corrected the Dean.
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“And you are referring only to her appearance, which is unim-
portant. And even if you had been alive while she was still func-
tioning, it would have been quite impossible for you to have
appreciated her true internal order anyway, since we could not
connect you directly into her marvelous computer. No connec-
tions on organic intellects, you know.”

“Click.”

“It certainly was a barbarous act for those renegades to destroy
her like that.”

“Click. Barbarous.” HEMEAC was in dutiful agreement.

“Barbarous,” said the Dean. She was silent for a moment,
then clicked faintly, sputtered briefly as an aged circuit shorted
before being cut out permanently with another faint click, then
hummed again.

HEMEAC waited, suddenly terrified with the thought that
she might have given him one of her silent dismissal commands.
But before he could decide what to do about it, she said, “Oil.”

“Click,” said HEMEAC instantly. “Oil.” This was certainly the
trickiest examination he had ever taken. No wonder most stu-
dents flunked out.

“What,” said the Dean after a moment, “was it that you wanted
to know about the Trouble, HEMEAC?”

“I wanted to know about the Trouble,” the boy replied without
the slightest hesitation.

“You did? I know you had said something about it,” the Dean
purred, humming intermittently to herself. “A very curious sub-
ject. For instance, there is nothing of record as to the reasons
for the Trouble in the first place. Here at the University, we were
doing our job as always, turning out students with well-nigh
robotic perfection inside their heads, even if we did have to
keep an occasional boy for fifty or sixty years to do it. If it
hadn’t been for your namesake, HEMEAC, it is quite possible
that the University would have been completely dismantled during
that great upheaval. But she was mobile and managed to set a
fuse on the Base Power Plant.

“The Renegades, of course, knew what would happen to them
—as well as to most organic life in this part of the planet—if that
power plant had ever exploded.”

“Click,” agreed HEMEAC.

139



HEMEAC

“They destroyed her, though. Fortunately, she and 1 were in
direct connection at the moment of her destruction, so I simply
took her place. Unfortunately, most of her memory tapes are in
a code I have been unable to decipher. But at least I was able
to save the University.”

“Click,” agreed HEMEAC.

The Dean hummed and clicked quietly. “I am still unable to
contact the Janitor,” she said. “I have several urgent maintenance
problems myself. If I am unable to get in communication with
the Janitor, it is impossible for me to continue to function for
very long. ssszzzzzzzclick. HEMEAC, you may explain your
presence in my office.”

“My Dormitory Monitor ordered me here, Her,” HEMEAC
said.

“I am unable to contact your Monitor,” replied the Dean. “If
only we could get some service robots from the factories.”

“Click, but the factories were destroyed by the renegades,”
said the boy, cautiously feeling his way along this new turn of
questioning.

“You don’t have to worry about the renegades, HEMEAC”
the Dean hastened to advise him, as if a maternal-circuit had
just cut in. “They can’t hurt you. They know that if they attack,
I shall simply cut the fuse on the power plant, and that will
contaminate the atmosphere for centuries. They know these
things.”

“Click,” agreed HEMEAC.

“Click,” said the Dean.

“Click.”

“What were you doing with that oil, HEMEAC?”

“The Janitor spilled it.”

“Mmmmmmmm. Oh, yes, so she did. Odd you should have that
information, HEMEAC. But that is no reason for you to waste
time talking to me when you should be in History class.”

HEMEAC swallowed. That had been a little fast for him, but
he wasted no time starting to leave.

“Mind blank,” advised the Dean.

“Click.”

The Dean buzzed and chattered to herself for a moment, fol-
lowed by a crescendo of clicking relays. Then silence.
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HEMEAC departed. He walked along the corridor, happily
contemplating the fact that apparently he had passed.

As he entered the History classroom, OBSIC was just com-
pleting a round of recitation.

“—and in the Trouble, the renegades launched only that single
attack, before asking for a truce.”

“Very well, OBSIC,” the Instructor said as HEMEAC took his
place behind his desk and commenced his dutiful staring at her
scanner. “And where have you been, HEMEAC?”

“I was at the Dean’s office, Her. It was a Special Examination,
which I passed.”

The Instructor was silent, as she tapped the nerve cables set
in the concrete floor, which connected her directly through the
network to the Dean’s curious computer.

“The Dean,” she announced after a moment, “has no record
of your presence there.”

HEMEAC stiffened. He said nothing. Nothing could be said.
In the silence that followed, he continued with determination
to stare at the impassive scanner, but his knees were wobbly under
his silver-mail tunic, and there was real terror in his stomach.
Perspiration trickled down the side of his nose and dripped from
his chin, but he was totally unaware of it.

“As a matter of fact,” the Instructor went on calmly, “the Dean
has no record even of your existence here at the University;
when I fed her the data on you, there was not the slightest pip
of recognition from her. It was just as if there were full open
circuit in her central control.”

HEMEAC waited fearfully. “Hence,” concluded the Instructor,
“it is clear that you have been expelled from the University and
have no right to be present in this classssssss—" She suddenly in-
terrupted herself with a very gay series of sizzlings and clatter-
ings that lasted almost ten seconds.

“Why all the stalling, HEMEAC?” she said at length. “Don’t
you know the lesson?”

“Click,” the boy responded instantly. He had to pause for
breath, though, before he could recite. With even, disciplined
voice, he went on to say, “In the Trouble, the University Central,
called HEMEAC for Helio-Electronic-Mobile-Educational-Acti-
vator-Computer, was largely destroyed by the renegades, but not
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before she informed them of the automatic fuse she had set on the
Power Plant.

“This fuse,” he went on, “is now under the control of the Dean,
and she will protect the University indefinitely, provided she is
given adequate maintenance.

“In the truce that followed, the renegades agreed to supply the
University with human fuel and whatever replacement parts the
savages could manufacture. To date, they have been unable to
solve the problem of replacements. However, it is considered
self-evident that in time they will be successful, since without
replacement parts, the University cannot continue to fulfill her
function.”

“Very good,” stated the Instructor, “except that you missed
the matter of put ssszzzz click.”

“Click,” agreed HEMEAC contritely.

The Instructor was silent.

The students waited. The silence grew.

After several minutes, there was a vague stirring as their un-
easiness mounted. It was much too early yet for the class to be
over, but such silence was always the signal in the past.

HEMEAC decided. He turned and started out of the room.
The instant he moved, all thirty-seven other students moved in
an identical manner, marching out and down the corridor. Strange
loud noises came from the direction of the main gate, but they
ignored them and continued their slow, precise marching toward
the Dormitory level.

By the time they got there, strange noises were coming from
all around them. And they found that there were people in their
Dormitory room. Renegades. Five of them, and more in the cor-
ridors.

Without the slightest hesitation, HEMEAC led the class into
the midst of the renegades, on past them, and down the corridor
to their proper cubicles. There he stopped, and all students turned
as a single person to face the blank wall. They waited for the
command to enter. When it seemed to be about the proper time,
they turned together and stepped inside. Doors did not close,
however, and lights did not come on. And there was no food
waiting.

HEMEAC came on back out to the corridor. “Monitor,” he

142



E. G. VON WALD

said, “there must be an open circuit somewhere, because there
is no food.”

After a moment’s hesitation, HEMEAC stiffened into a pose of
robotic rigidity, which was the proper attitude in such a situation.
This was a new thing, an unprecedented thing. But he knew very
well that the Good Robot ignored new things until suitable in-
structions came from her Central. HEMEAC waited for his in-
structions, aware that the rest of the class was now in the corridor
with him, waiting.

One of the renegades walked up to him. “Will they fight?”

“No,” somebody else answered; “they don’t know how to fight.”

From the opposite end of the corridor came a trouping of uni-
formed renegades. One of them announced, “All taken care of,
Captain. I've dismantled the fuse and cut power to everything
but air conditioning and general lighting. But it was just as you
figured. The Dean’s computer was inoperative. It finally wore
out.”

“It’s finished, then,” said the captain softly. “After all this time,
it’s finally finished.” He sighed. “Now all we have to do is to try
to reeducate these kids.”

“How long will it take?”

“Hard to tell. If they were younger, there wouldn’t be so much
of a problem. But by now—" The captain shrugged. “I have no
idea. Just look at them.”

There was a brief silence, as everybody stared at the row of
rigid students. HEMEAC, terrified and uncomprehending, didn’t
move a muscle. He continued his fixed posture of waiting, but
was almost tearfully wishing that the instructions would come. He
was frightened by the vicious renegades here in the sacred pre-
cincts of the University.

“I's awful,” one of the renegades whispered. “Why—why,
they’re not even human beings any more. What can anybody do
for them now? They’re nothing but living robots!”

HEMEAC heard, but his training saved him from disgrace. Not
the slightest trace of the bursting surge of pride at this ultimate
compliment appeared on his face. He stood with shoulders back,
chin up, eyes straight ahead and mind blank.

Well, almost blank, anyway.
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COLIN KAPP

Colin Kapp, the British author of AMBASSADOR
TO VERDAMMT in last year’s volume, returns now
with a very different story: a narrative of our world
after another dark age, and of the struggle for a rebirth
of technology symbolized by the growing shipyards
of Catenor, where men build balloon ships to sail the
clouds.

THE CLOUDBUILDERS makes its first U.S. ap-
pearance here.

I

CLosER 10 THE GROUND now, the field sounds and the forest
sounds came up to him with the incredible clarity which never
ceased to amaze even though he was no stranger to the air. With
only the lightest of breezes, nothing disturbed the fidelity of bird-
song and animal cry which reached up as he drifted overhead.

The area was not rich, but he judged it well-provisioned, and
that in itself was fortune in these times. Having crossed the sparse
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lands of the north, and the slag-pits and black fissures which
divided the plains, he could appreciate the green fertility and the
sense of life abundant and thriving on the ground beneath him.
And on the far horizon the great jagged teeth of mountains,
falling to the sea, explained why Timor the Cloudbuilder had
found it expedient to set his shipyards in this remote comer of
the world. Apart from Timor’s cloudships, there was no way in
or out of this land. No way at all, unless one was brave enough
or sufficiently foolish to risk the hazards of the sea.

Jacobi found the prospect rather pleasant. The sun was set high,
yet pot too hot for the meager awning of the decking. The air
was crisp and fresh, with a heady, crystal clarity which was balm
to eyes and lungs alike. Beyond his reasonable expectation, the
slight breezes drifted him as surely towards his destination as if
he had set their course himself. This was a day for birds and
gods and those who rode the ships the Cloudbuilders made.

There was bread and salt meat in his bag. In the sac was wine,
sweet from last year’s harvest and tangy with the living fruit.
He prepared himself a meal. Above him, the single burner
scarcely purred, its blue uniformity of flame no longer visible in
the strong sunlight. On the treetops below, the shadow of the
great air balloon flitted like Aphrodite’s fingertip, lovingly, with
an intangible caress. Jacobi had the feeling that he was going
to like Catenor.

Although his height was falling slowly, he made no attempt
to adjust the burner. For one thing there was little enough gas
in the spheres after the last, long leg of his journey and he had
a Cloudsman’s natural sense of conservation. Secondly, the in-
creasing incidence of farmland over forest suggested he was near-
ing his destination. By his reckoning, his present course should
take him near enough to the shipyards to be seen by the lookout.
He searched the scene carefully for the signal smoke which would
indicate he had been sighted and give him guidance as to the
most opportune time to land. But the fair winds which had car-
ried him from Annonay had placed him near his destination days
before he could have been reasonably expected and no lookout
would be posted yet unless there were local ships due to retumn.

It was thus that he saw the clustered town of Catenor two
miles to his right, and had already extinguished his burner, be-
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fore the smoke columns rose to greet him. Choosing a likely field
well clear of trees, Jacobi began to manipulate his descent. Gently
he grasped the ropes which controlled the great leathern valves
at the top of the balloon, venting some of the heated air which
carried him, yet carefully retaining sufficient buoyancy to lighten
the impact of landing,

With near-perfect conditions and the favor of the gods, his
touchdown was as light as a butterfly. As the ground took the
weight of the decking, and the rigging began to slacken, he
opened the valves to their fullest extent. The breeze carried the
deflating balloon lazily sideways clear of the deck as it collapsed
and emptied. The fabric was neatly folded and stowed by the
time the carts came out to fetch him.

“Welcome to Catenorl” The yardsman from the leading cart
held out a work-gnarled hand. “We didn’t expect you quite so
soon,”

“The gods were kind,” said Jacobi. “I'd allowed myself three
more days at least from Annonay.”

The second cart drew up and the work of loading the balloon
fabric, decking and ancillary equipment onto the flat drays was
begun.

“And how is Lyons these days?” asked the yardsman.

“Prosperous but turbulent. But then, it always was. Do you
know Lyons, then?”

“I was apprenticed there before I came to Catenor.”

“Ah! That explains why your crew manhandle a ship Guild-
fashion. Don’t you miss being there?”

“No.” The yardsman ran his fingers through the short stubble
of his hair. “Lyons was not bad, but it doesn’t have the promise
of Catenor. The only sore in our sides here is the raiding.”

“Raiding?”

“Cloud-pirates from beyond the mountains somewhere. They
attack the villages once or twice a year, after beasts or grain or
anything else they fancy. The last several times they've even come
into Catenor and the yards. We've our own militia now, but they
can’t be everywhere at once. By the time we get a resistance
force to the scene of an attack the chances are the raiders have
taken what they wanted and gone back to the clouds again.”
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“Bad,” said Jacobi. “What sort of ships are they using?”

“A mixed collection. Craft they've captured from all over Eu-
rope. Some good, some bad, but there’s a rumor they’'ve now got
some with engines.”

“Engines?” Jacobi was interested. “I've heard of them. There’s
a Cloudmaster in the Urals who fits engines in his craft. But their
great weight destroys most of the advantages.”

By this time the loading was complete. Jacobi swung onto the
first cart as the patient dray-horses were urged back into life. His
eyes alighted on several broad smoke columns rising from the
fields about Catenor. He looked at his companion questioningly.

The yardsman was amused. “Oh, that? They’re lighting the
fires to roast oxen for the feast. Tonight youll be the guest of
honor in the town. It should be a feast worth remembering.”

“I'm flattered,” said Jacobi. “Do you always greet Journeymen
like this?”

His companion laughed. “Not often. But first I have to deliver
you to Timor. If you want a tip, don’t bow down to him. He
respects men who know their own minds and their own worth.
He has neither time nor pity for fools. He’s a hard man, but
you’ll find him the best Cloudmaster bar none.”

“So I've heard.”

“And with your help well one day build finer cloudships in
Catenor than anything that Annonay can offer.”

Timor’s face was made of leather, which crinkled to expose a
will of iron beneath. He took Jacobi’s papers and inspected the
seals closely before adding his own. The deeds accepted, Jacobi
offered his dagger, as Guild-rule demanded. Timor’s weather-
beaten face was crossed suddenly with disbelief. He reached for
the instrument, then shook his head.

“Keep it on you, Journeyman. When the raiders come again you
may have need of it.”

“Cloudmaster, you know I can’t do that.” Jacobi was firm.
“Guild-rule requires I surrender my weapons to you. In law I
am your servant and you my protector until my bond here is
served. That is our contract and both you and the Guild have
sealed it.”

“Very welll” Timor’s eyes narrowed. “But not all laws made in
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Annonay will work in Catenor. If the raiders come and I thrust
a weapon in your hands I expect you to use it. Either you accept
that now or you'd best take your precious contract back to the
Guild.”

“Perhaps you should have hired a mercenary and not a journey-
manp”

“Zeus!” Timor’s face clouded with anger. “You call yourself a
Cloudsman and you won’t take arms even to protect yourself?
What kind of cowards are they breeding in Annonay these days?
There’s no place for unarmed whelps and mewlings in my yards.”

“Then your quarrel is with the Guild elders, not with me,” said
Jacobi quietly. “And if the raiders come, which is the harder
thing to do—face them with drawn arms or with folded arms?”

“But where’s the sense of it?”

“A Journeyman’s duty is only to his calling. Any man may
hire him who can pay the Guild the price. He dare not become
partisan. His next bond may be with your enemy.”

“Even with a cloud-pirate?”

“With any man who has the price. Guild-rule makes no distinc-
tions between men.”

The interlude had taken place within the portal of Timor’s
residence and therefore free from previous interruption. Its pri-
vacy was, however, terminated by a clamor from outside as
the welcoming procession reached the door. Jacobi looked Timor
straight in the eyes.

“Well, Cloudmaster, do you accept the contract, or do I return
to Annonay?”

Outside, someone was calling Jacobi’s name. A group of girls
in the foreground were making giggled dares between themselves
and looking into the doorway. The scene was all set for explosive
carnival.

Timor pursed his leathern lips. “You stay, of course. If I let
you go back to Annonay I doubt if the Guild will send me
another. Nemesis take them! Still, the fault is mine. I insisted on
a Journeyman of strong mind and strong arm. Now I find I can’t
stomach the one and can’t use the other.” The tanned texture of
his face broke into a begrudged smile. “Welcome to Catenor,
Jacobi. If you hold as firm to the rest of your contract as you
have to this, I think I shall be well pleased.”
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All Catenor, it seemed, was going to the feast. And from the
surrounding areas, wherever the word had spread, the country-
dwellers came, by farm-cart, ox-cart, horseback and on foot, eager
to join the revels.

It was an ideal night. Clear skies and a balmy warmth set a
relaxing mood and the slight winds carried exciting hints of roast
ox and wood-smoke into the town. Hanging lamps adorned the
porches of the houses, and flaring torches, carried in procession
or spread among the throng, lit the streets as bright as day. Wear-
ing their brightest dresses, the girls stood out like radiant pea-
cocks in the weaving light: and over all, Dionysus looked down
from the clouds and rubbed his hands and smiled and nodded
his approval.

Bred in more sophisticated climes, Jacobi was taken aback by
the pagan enthusiasm of the gathering. There was a sense of
shared relief from fears and deprivations of the past and this
Jacobi found difficult to understand. Then suddenly the tide of
emotions blossomed forth in a spontaneous flood of greeting and
hilarious celebration which was way and above anything the sit-
uation seemed to warrant.

He was carried shoulder-high throughout the town and then
out to the fields, where the ox-fires cast the cherry glow which
made men resemble gods, and women, nymphs. Ale and wine
flowed plentifully and the feast was a hilarious, barbaric, greedy
parody of a meal. Afterwards, back to the ale wagons and wine
casks and from thence again into the dancing town where every-
one knew his name and treated him as a friend.

Although his impressions of the evening were of a continuing
whirl of places, scenes and countless people, Jacobi gradually
began to discern some faces which he saw more regularly than
others. One of these belonged to a remarkably attractive dark-
haired girl whose unrestrained vivacity had enlivened the feast-
ing in the field. He remembered drinking wine with her later and
a further meeting apparently by chance as he had re-entered
the town.

Now she stood close to him, almost inviting his attention. Jacobi
did not believe in chance, nor in wasted opportunity. Taking ad-
vantage of the congenial melee in the street he moved to her,
and drawing her into a comer, he kissed her. The responses of
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the girl were as anticipated, but the reaction of the local revelers
was one of surprise and near embarrassment. They made him
feel as if he had unknowingly performed some act of bravado
reckless beyond anticipation even on such a night as this. Since
he had been tasting unreluctant lips all evening, he found this
disconcerting and inexplicable.

Then somebody cheered and the cheer spread. In a wave of
laughter both he and the girl were raised shoulder high and car-
ried triumphantly off through the crowds. Unfortunately the
paths of their respective parties diverged and she was gradually
lost to his sight. By the time he managed to escape again she
was nowhere to be seen.

He did not bother to search too long. In the morning there
would be time enough to make inquiries, but this was the time
for enjoyment. He found another festive group and joined them
gleefully, soon losing himself in the wine and the laughter and
the sportive company. Finally he trekked with them back to the
fields for further meat and song before settling near the warmth
of one of the great fires, weary and immeasurably content. It
had indeed been a feast worth remembering.

He had scarcely made himself comfortable and was sleepily
pondering the crowded events of the day, when somebody
splashed wine on his head. Irately he tumed, to see the dark-
haired girl darting away into the entwined shadows of the couples
grouped around the dimming fire. He was now in no mood for
a chase, and having found him he felt certain she would return.
He lay back, but waited like a cat with muscles poised to spring.
Another splash of wine and he whirled round with the speed of
a tiger and caught at her wrist and held her. Laughingly she
dropped the wine-cup and tried to tear herself away, then ac-
quiesced.

“Tell me,” Jacobi said, “do you always treat Journeymen this
way in Catenor?”

“Not very often.” Her eyes, reflecting firelight, were brimful
of impudence and mischief. “But then this is rather a special
day.”

“What makes this day so different from the others?”

“Your coming,” she said simply. Something in her manner
made him feel that this was no mere coquettish compliment.
He pulled her down, then rolled over to the side.
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“What’s your name?”

“Melanie.” She nestled up against him.

“Very well, Melanie. Now tell me why my coming makes this
such a special day.”

“Why?” She sat up, puzzled. “Because we've waited for you
such a long time, that’s why. For years Timor's wanted a Guild
Journeyman to teach him how to build the new ships. The Guild
offered him a hundred, but he preferred to wait for only Jacobi.”

“He’d heard of me beforer”

“Heard of you? Jacobi, what are you saying? Three years he’s
waited to buy your bond for the shipyards. In those three years
the raiders have come here seven times. Thirty men are dead
in the fighting and more women than I dare to count have been
carried to their ships. That’s the price we paid for waiting for
Jacobi.”

“I see.” Jacobi did not see at all, but his experience led him
to caution. When raiders attacked an otherwise static and feudal
society, not all the men died at the raiders’ hands and not all
the women were carried unwillingly to the marauding cloud-
ships. But his reputation in Catenor seemed unjustified. Other
Journeymen had become legends by virtue of their knowledge or
their skill or partisan approach. But his own dedication was to
science. No one had a right to set him up as a demi-god.

“And you think that my coming here is going to change all
that?” he asked at last.

She laughed. “Jacobil!”

“Yes?”

“You disappoint me. Are you going to talk all night?”

He pulled her closer. “Sorry! I've much to think about.”

He turned his mind to more certain aspects of his reputation.
And by the morning she was far from disappointed.

1I

Catenor was a clean and pleasant town, like most shipyard
towns where methane gas was used to fuel the cloudcraft. This
was largely because the system of gas production placed a pre-
mium on decomposable organic waste.
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The shipyards were a mile from the town and the road be-
tween the town and the yards held plentiful evidence of the enor-
mous underground chambers into which was run the dross and
all the field and farmyard waste and the spoilt ends of the harvest.
From these chambers Timor extracted his gas for use or sale,
and, in return for services received, he distributed the rich ma-
nures which kept the soil fertile for so many miles around.

Near the shipyards a small but rapid river turned the water-
screws which powered Timor’s reeking line-pumps. In the engine-
shed proper the rattle and wheeze of the machinery treating
and compressing the gas spoke of large and powerful atmospheric
engines, but these were not visible from the road. The treated
gas was forced into the strong but lightweight spheres which
powered the bumers of the clouderaft. In recent pirate attacks
the stock of spheres had been a prime target for the raiders, who
both coveted the rich gas and were loath to leave behind un-
damaged any that they could not take. For this reason Timor
kept his stocks of processed gas as low as practical and well pro-
tected behind a heavy stockade.

All of these things Jacobi noted as he walked that first morn-
ing from the town to the shipyards. With a knowledgeable eye
he analyzed each stage of Timor’s establishment as he came upon
it. Timor the Cloudmaster was one of the old tradition of Clouds-
men. With an approach almost wholly empirical he neverthe-
less constructed in his yards cloudcraft whose durability and
range was the envy of many who were better technically en-
dowed. Only the strong influence of the Guild had succeeded in
producing craft superior to Timor’s and now Timor was trying
to even the balance by importing Guild knowledge and science
to back his own skill and expertise. But it was an importation
which promised to be more fruitful than even Timor hoped.

Jacobi knew that by the end of his bond in Catenor the wheeze
of the atmospheric engines would be replaced by the sharper
hiss and rattle of high pressure steam reciprocating engines, and
the steam-turbine would not be far away from discovery. At a
guess, the waterscrews would also disappear, as new efficiencies
in the gas compressors outstripped the capacity of the old line
pumps to move sufficient gas from the tanks. Perhaps, with the
shaft-power and the techniques and ideas he would leave be-
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hind him, some in Catenor would even begin to experiment with
the unfamiliar concepts of a strange force called electricity. And
these things would be incidental to his contribution to the meth-
ods of building cloudcraft.

It was less than an hour after dawn and a crisp chill still in-
habited the air, but the yards were already alive with activity.
Axemen were shaping spars and deck timbers with the sharp
snick of steel on firm wood. Blacksmiths™ forges glowed with the
regular pulse of the bellows, and hammer and anvil chimed a
chorus which had everything but melody. In the spinning shed
the song of women denoted the satisfactory progress of making
ropes and rigging. Only the fabric shed held its accustomed si-
lence as sharp-eyed seamstresses sewed the myriad tiny stitches
to form the seams in the fabric panels from which the great bal-
loons were made.

Timor was in his office. Jacobi knocked and entered, a trifle
hesitant after his first encounter with the cloudmaster. True to
his reputation, Timor wasted no time in coming to the point.

“Is it true, Jacobi, that in Annonay the Guild yards are build-
ing cloudships which have no need for burners?”

Jacobi nodded. “True enough. They are filled with a gas called
hydrogen, which is lighter than the air itself. They have no need
for heat.”

“Lighter than air?” Timor seemed about to dispute the state-
ment. Then he stopped and spread his hands. “If you say it, then
it must be so. Tell me, do these ships stay buoyant permanently
without the need for fuel?”

“They lose a little gas, which has to be replaced. But sub-
stantially it’s so.”

“I seel” Timor considered for a moment. “Then a ship that
needs no fuel for buoyancy has an almost unlimited range, and
the cost of flight is low?”

“Yes.”

“But if they have all these advantages, why do we not see
more of them?”

“One day we shall, when we know better how to build and
handle them. At the moment theyre dangerous and tiresome
craft to fly. Because of their inbuilt buoyancy there is no easy
control of ascent and descent as on a normal cloudcraft. They
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are not easily landed to wait for wind-change and they are more
happily moored to towers than brought to the ground.”

“Strange craft,” said Timor thoughtfully. “Could we build one
here in Catenor?”

“If you have coal, furnace builders and boilermakers, yes. You
have already everything else that is needed.”

“And you will show us how?”

“My knowledge is yours, Timor. But don’t underestimate either
the difficulties or the dangers of the venture.”

“Difficulties and dangers are part of the stock in trade of a
Cloudsman,” said Timor. “But I'll bear it in mind. Build me a hy-
drogen ship such as they build in Annonay. When it comes to
flying it, I have some of the finest Cloudsmen alive. With their
skill and your knowledge, we'll learn to tame it. If such ships
can do what you describe, then craft from Catenor will one day
circle the world.”

Jacobi smiled slightly. “A noble ambition, Cloudmaster.”

“Ayel But not an impossible one. By all accounts the ancients
used to do it.”

“So the legends have it.”

“Legends?” Timor’s eyes were direct and challenging. “I had
heard that in Annonay the achievements of the ancients were
more than legend.”

Jacobi shrugged. “Of gods and ancients there are always many
tales. For myself, I find it better use of time to study the craft
of cloudships.”

“Indeed?” Timor was critical. “Your reputation says otherwise.
They credit you with much knowledge of the ancients’ science. I
suggest that cloudships are merely an exercise in application.”

Jacobi faced Timor squarely. “An intriguing speculation,
Cloudmaster.”

“But a true one, eh? No, don’t worry. All that passes within
these walls is between us two alone. But if we're to work to-
gether it’s better that we understand each other fully.”

“lI think we already understand each other, Cloudmaster.
but I'd be interested to know what gave you the notion.”

“Deduction. Journeymen from the Guild come always to teach
—never to learn. So who teaches the Guild? Where does all the
knowledge come from?”
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“That you must ask the Guild elders.”

“I already have, but they were even more devious than you.
Nemesis take them! So I draw my own conclusions. I suspect
they have some oracle, some means of access to the knowledge
of the ancients.”

“Even if it were true,” said Jacobi, “what difference would it
make?”

Timor spread his hands expressively. “Knowledge is power,
Jacobi. And with that sort of knowledge available to them, the
Guild ought to be the most powerful force in the world.”

“But it isn’t,” said Jacobi mildly.

“It doesn’t appear to be. And there’s the mystery of it. The
Guild is influential, yes, but they seem to do no more than
instruct in the building of cloudcraft.”

“Doesn’t that rather tend to disprove your theory, then?”

“No.” The Cloudmaster’s shrewd eyes searched Jacobi’s face
carefully. “No, it rather tells me they have some very good
reason for acting as they do. I should dearly love to know what
the reason is. In fact, I intend to find out somehow. So let me
warn you, Jacobi, if you want to keep your secret, maintain your
guard carefully. Because there’s more than I hold to this theory
and some who would go to even greater lengths than I to find
the answer.”

The big trunk which was the centerpiece of his possessions
had a covering of tough, tanned hide, deep-shone from years of
burnishing and wax, patterned with brass studs and fitted with
a massive hinge. The lock, a rare example of the artistry and skill
of some craftsman worker in brass, was disfigured only where a
thief had once used a crowbar in an abortive attempt to force it
open. But Jacobi was unworried by the threat of attempted
theft. Under the hide and the brass and the hints of underlying
oak which showed at scuffed comers was a casket of forged
vanadium steel and the wards and tumblers which guarded the
lock were products of another age and not likely to yield to any
tools or crafts available in Catenor.

He had deliberately sought lodgings in the town, away from the
shipyards and from the living quarters usually provided. The
gods had favored his search and he had secured a high attic
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room, comfortably fumnished, covering the entire area of the
house. The several dormer windows admitted ample light by
day and provided good views over the surrounding country.
Now, under the rough-hewn beams of the low and sloping ceil-
ing, he had a chance to be alone and unobserved. Jacobi checked
the door, then opened the trunk and took out a device which
he laid upon the table. He thumbed it into activity and waited
impatiently for the go-ahead tell-tale to show.

“Jacobi calling Annonay Control.”

There was a moment’s hesitation before the device answered.

“Annonay Control answering.” The voice was accompanied by
a rushing background like the sound of waves on a seashore.
“Come in, Jacobi. How’s progress?”

“Good,” said Jacobi. “As we suspected, Timor has his suspicions
about what the Guild is doing, but he’s no idea how or why it’s
being done. Fortunately his curiosity is going to make him very
receptive to new ideas. I suggest we push up the pace in Catenor
just as fast as they can absorb it.”

“Agreed,” said the voice of Annonay Control. “Progress has been
far too slow in Catenor and the west and too fast in Annonay. The
discrepancy’s beginning to show. There’s even talk of moving the
Guild yards out of Annonay to slow things down a bit.”

“I guessed it might come to that,” Jacobi said. “No matter how
well you keep a secret, something always leaks. Catenor would be
a good place for a new Guild yard if I can cut down the raiding.”

“Is it that serious?”

“Not so far, but it threatens to become so. Apparently the raid-
ers have got some craft with engines now and if they follow the
advantage along the usual lines they could stifle Catenor before
I can really get it started.”

“I'll look into it. I doubt if the elders will sanction direct action
against the raiders, but theyll probably give you discretionary
powers to play the situation to the best advantage for Catenor.”

“Discretionary powers would be all I'd need,” said Jacobi. “I'll
be in touch later.”

“Rightl T'll put this to the elders and see if I can get you a
quick decision. And, Jacobi. . .”

“Yes?”
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“Promise me something. You've a tough job ahead and we can’t
afford complications. Leave the women alone.”

“Nemesis forbid that I touch one!” said Jacobi.

“That’s no damned answer and you know it. I tell you, Jacobi,
one day youre going to put a woman before Guild principles.
And on that day youre going to make a mistake. But with the
type of merchandise we're handling, we just daren’t make mis-
takes. People have set the world on fire for much, much less.”

Jacobi turned off the device, but looked at it thoughtfully for a
long while before putting it away. Its compact heaviness
stemmed largely from the crystal and ceramic blocks within:
solid-state fully-integrated monolithic circuits and the imperish-
able Seebeck-effect fissile semiconductor generator—techniques
from the age of miracles. Yet to him the device was neither an
anachronism nor was it futuristic. It was simply one of those ac-
cepted portions of life which, except in Guild circles, must for-
ever remain in the shadows. And Jacobi was aware that the
shadows folded more closely round him every day.

Finally he closed the trunk and locked it and lit the dim oil
lamp, for the night was closing in. Somebody had left him roses
in a vase on the table, and the scent, unnoticed until this moment,
made him think of lips and wine and a girl called Melanie . . .
Melanie with the night-dark hair and a way of making love
which was scorching like the sun. Slowly the shadows grew in the
dormer alcoves and extended from the huge, untidy beams until
the symbolism of the room became an exacting analogue of his
life and his projected future. And at that point Jacobi reacted
to his unreasoning compulsion—and left the room in search of
life and light.

There was a tavern off the main street where the sounds of
cheerful expression exceeded the capacity of the brew house to
keep it confined. The light and the laughter and the music
spilled from the doors and windows in a friendly tide which
spread across the gutter and irresistibly attracted his feet. En-
tering, he chanced upon the yardsman who had met him on his
arrival in Catenor. The fellow greeted him heartily, ordered ale,
then drew Jacobi aside conspiratorially.

“You're a rare lad, Jacobi. You know, you'd quite a reputation
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even before you arrived. But you've a bettern now—or worse™n,
depending on how you look at it.” He nudged Jacobi in the ribs
with his elbow.

“Youre way ahead of me,” said Jacobi guardedly. “I'd been
drinking much. What did I do?”

“Do?” The yardsman nudged him again. “There’s not many
men in Catenor who'd dare lay Timor’s daughter—even if she’d
give them the chance, which she wouldn't.”

“Timor’s daughter? You mean the girl Melanie is Timor’s
daughter?”

“Zeus! Do you mean you dido’t know itP I'll wager Timor’s
not been able to find you today, else you'd not be left in doubt.”

“I spent most of the day with him,” said Jacobi. “But he never
said a word of it. Perhaps he doesn’t know.”

The yardsman’s brow clouded. “Nothing happens in Catenor
that Timor doesn’t know. Take a tip from me, lad. Tread very
warily. Timor and his daughter were both stamped from the
same clay. They neither of them give anything except that they
expect back a great deal more for it. Just ask yourself, Jacobi,
what is it theyre expecting to get from you.” The yardsman
turned back to his friends. “Here, lads, what do you make of
this. . .”

Jacobi joined them in the drinking and the friendly badinage,
while some more serious part of his mind attempted to analyze
the situation. He ignored his previous feelings of pride because
he realized now that the conquest had been too easy. Last night
she had been the hunter and he the hunted—and Timor had held
his peace about it. Or had he? Jacobi held the memory of the
shrewd eyes on his face and the voice which said: “ .. and
some who would go to even greater lengths than I to find the
answer,”

But just how much did Timor expect to get in return for his
daughter?

11

Timor fetched a master black-iron boilermaker from his work-
place near the forests. The furnace makers came a hundred miles
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by cloudcraft on the first good winds, listened to Jacobi’s pro-
posal, and shook their heads. Then they decided to stay. Jacobi,
fighting the lack of established technology which a Guild yard
would have given him, was patient. He modified and simpli-
fied his designs to suit the tools and skills available, hoping that
he could achieve his aim without sacrificing safety. He alone
was conscious of the more subtle aspects of the exercise. Given
the need for a product and the certainty that it could be made,
the techniques for its production would grow like seeds in men’s
minds. If he could manage to build one plant for producing hy-
drogen in Catenor, then others would far more easily be able to
build similar plants in the future.

For the quantity and purity of the hydrogen he needed, he
decided to build two complementary plants: an iron-steam retort
for producing the hydrogen itself, and a water-gas generator to
regenerate the sponge-iron bed in the retort. An alternative
scheme to produce hydrogen also directly from water-gas he dis-
missed because of the practical difficulties of building scrubbers
to remove the unwanted carbon di- and monoxides.

A small coke-making plant was also necessary and he planned
to contain some of the coal-gas by-product both to assist in heat-
ing his retorts and also to introduce the inhabitants of Catenor
to its uses. Thus an offshoot of his work would be the found-
ing of at least one new basic industry in Catenor which would
grow in time without his further intervention.

Absorbed in the problems of planning such an ambitious
venture and one which involved him as designer, inventor, over-
seer and the source of almost all the knowledge it required, Ja-
cobi almost daily worked himself to a standstill. He frequently
slept on the site amid the tools and drawings, being too tired
even to journey to his room in Catenor. Under these conditions
he almost forgot the dark-haired Melanie, having neither the time
nor the energy for pursuit or conquest. After many days of such
activity, Timor, fearing for Jacobi’s health, ordered him to rest.
Jacobi went to his room at midday and slept the twenty-four
hours round.

He awoke to the scent of roses from the fresh blooms on the
table and leaped rapidly out of bed, realizing that someone had
visited him while he slept. He found no sign of the intruder,
however, except that yesterday’s dead rose petals had been
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swept into the basket. Checking the door, he turned to the trunk
and set the communication device on the table. As he pressed the
switch the print-out slot at the bottom began to issue a white
card. He picked it up and read its legend.

—ANNONAY CONTROL TO JACOBI—URGENT—GUILD APPROVES YOU
FULL DISCRETIONARY POWERS AGAINST RAIDERS—IMPERATIVE
UPGRADING OF CATENOR PROCEEDS AS PLANNED—ANNONAY
SITUATION IMBALANCE BECOMING CRITICAL—END—

Jacobi was about to make verbal contact with Annonay, then
thought better of it. Even in the daylight, another wrap of shad-
ows seemed to close around his shoulders and he was suddenly
depressed at the sheer weight of the obligations which were
pressing on his head. Some beast inside him clawed out to es-
tablish a personal freedom which he knew he might never at-
tain. Guild merchandise was indeed a dangerous and heavy
weight to carry.

A footstep on the stair leading to his attic broke his reverie.
He locked the device securely in the trunk before he dared open
the door. It was Melanie, with kisses, fresh pies, bread and wine.
Jacobi, having just awakened from sleep, had not realized how
great was his appetite. And later, as the setting sun red-bloomed
the ceiling with its light, they both sat down to eat.

It was only afterwards, when Melanie had gone, that Jacobi
looked for the white card bearing the message from Annonay—
and found that it was missing. In this he sensed he had already
made a mistake of the kind about which Annonay had warned.
But even so, he reckoned that he had gained the best of the
bargain from the unintended contract. He knew now that Timor’s
curiosity must be as insatiable as was his daughter’s passion for
love. And these were both factors he could use to the Guild’s
or his own advantage.

Having ensured that the construction of the hydrogen plant
was well started, Jacobi turned his attention to the making of the
hydrogen ship itself. This was not so difficult, since most of the
techniques were common with those Timor already used. But
the work involved a lot of calculations which were foreign to
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Timor’s empirical approach. In design detail, too, there were
alterations to be made. Jacobi insisted that the iron links and
bolt eyes normally employed round the deck-yoke be replaced
by fixtures of wrought brass, to eliminate the possible danger
from sparks. He wanted a mooring tower, too, but he originally
dismissed the idea because, without engines available, he knew
that once the craft had left the tower no wind, however favor-
able, could ever drift it back to that precise point for mooring.
But Timor overruled the objection, and ordered the tallest firs
to be cut from the forest and trimmed and erected to make a
scaffold of sufficient height to launch the ship.

The coke-making plant was the first thing in operation. Timor
was more interested in the tar than in the coal-gas itself, but
Jacobi made lime-light bumers which were far brighter than the
torches used round the yards, and the yardsmen were quick
to adopt them. Meanwhile his stocks of coke grew to a useful
volume,

It was during this period that the raiders made their next ap-
pearance. Jacobi was in the yards with Timor, explaining details
of how hydrogen could be safely conveyed from the retort to
the ship. Above them a dark and sultry sky showed the imminence
of rain. The yards were already apprehensive. This was the raiding
season and a low cloud-belt with suitable winds formed the most
advantageous conditions and cover for the cloud raiders. Look-
outs had already been posted on the towers and no one was sur-
prised to hear the horns and the cries of: “Raiders hol”

Typical of their pattern of attack, the raiders had traveled far
and were now returning on home winds. Thus they could descend
at will, secure their prize, and escape to the clouds again safe in
the knowledge that any who dared to follow must drift into
the dangerous mountain region which was raider’s territory. Had
they attempted a raid while borne on outward winds, Timor’s
crews would have taken to the air and followed them into some
final battle precipitated by the lesser range of the marauding
cloudcraft. But no craft from Timor’s yards had ever returned
once having entered the mountains.

The lookouts were eagle-sharp in their perception and both
Timor and Jacobi had to scan the sky to locate the points
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already identified as raiding craft. Timor saw them first and ut-
tered an oath of annoyance.

“The carrion!” he said. “Only three, but this time they've
got engines. Where’s our defense against that?”

The question was rhetorical and Jacobi made no answer. His
searching eyes found the objects and even at that range he could
see that Timor was right. At the rear of each deck squatted a black
bulk of mechanism with a shaft trailing crude wings which flailed
huge circles in the air. The effect of the wings was slight, but for
combat the ability to move even slightly faster than the wind,
or to resist it, gave its possessor a crucial advantage. Timor’s
craft, like all normal cloudships, had control of ascent and de-
scent, but for speed and direction they were utterly dependent
on the winds.

The raiders, however, had a further advantage. Besides con-
ferring a degree of control over the speed, the engines also gave
a limited maneuverability. This was being demonstrated now.
Their ships were not following the wind but moving cross-wind
at a slow angle so as to bring their course more nearly over
the shipyards. To achieve this they were using canvas keels on a
framework set aslant under the decking, which, combined with
the thrust from the rotating wings, angled their ships untidily
crabwise but gave them some choice of direction.

Jacobi could sense Timor’s mixed anger and interest as the
unorthodox craft drifted nearer to his yards. This was certainly
not a raiding party. With only three ships, each carrying but a
handful of men, they would have fared badly had they attempted
to land. More probably it was a scouting expedition assessing
the potentialities of the harvest in preparation for a future raid.
Given fair winds they would come again one day soon with a
hundred ships or more, armed and able to take whatever they
needed or fancied.

“Jacobi.” The Cloudmaster had moved to his side, still gazing
at the ships in the sky. “If I could get one of those engines,
could you make it work for me?”

“Yes. Or copy it and build more. But they’re too heavy for your
kind of voyaging. You need too much gas for the burners in
order to maintain buoyancy. That limits your range.”
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“But your hydrogen ship could carry one without limiting its
range.”

“Truel”

“Good!” Timor had come to a sudden decision. He dashed
across the yards yelling orders to his crews. At first Jacobi failed to
understand his intention, but suddenly the import of the con-
versation struck home to him.

At four points in the yards tethered craft, with balloons filled
and ground-based auxiliary burners idling, had been prepared
for flight and were waiting for a wind-change that would
drift them southeast with cargoes of pigs for sale. The squeal
of swine being hastily released into the yards and the running
flurry of men told of a rapidly conceived change of purpose.
Shipborne burners flared high and luminous as scratch crews
hastened to prepare the ships for flight. As the craft were readied
Timor bade them stay as he watched the speed and direction of
the raiders’ ships above, anxious not to rise too soon and be
carried by the wind helplessly out of the field of battle.

Jacobi moved too, as soon as he realized what Timor meant
to do. The dark cloud-cover and the impending rain gave him a
sudden inspiration. He ran to the workshop wherein he kept his
tools and personal belongings. In his satchel was a waterproof
pouch, tight-folded and bound to form a seal. He hooked the
pouch to his belt and took out also a short rodlike weapon with
a grip to fit his hand. Then he ran back to where Timor’s cloud-
craft still strained at their moorings. Noting the position of the
raiders, he chose the ship he judged most likely to make a near
interception and climbed aboard, swinging up the rigging like a
monkey.

Timor was on the decking and saw him pass. He raised a quiz-
zical eyebrow and seemed to shout something, but no words
came to Jacobi’s ears. Jacobi reached the fabric of the balloon
and continued on up the rigging net outside the huge envelope,
his toes digging into the soft fabric belly. Then, at Timor’s sig-
nal, the mooring ropes were axed, and the four cloudships rose
from the yards in slow unison in an attempt to intercept and
come to grips with the raiders.

It was a good attempt, but one doomed to failure from the
start. The air in Timor’s balloons had grown over-hot in the
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period of waiting and the craft rose at a faster than usual rate.
Though the burners were quickly doused, Timor’s ships achieved
the altitude of the raiders too soon, and continued rising. Some
of Timor’s men had crossbows, but the punctures made by steel
shafts in the fabric of the raiders’ balloons were too small to do
material damage. Likewise they were too high and too distant
to accurately find targets on the raiders’ decks. Their only
chance was to try and close the separation to a point where
they could ensnare the raiders’ rigging with barbed grapples and
haul the vessels together.

Frantically Timor’s ships vented air in an attempt to fall
closer to the raiders’ level. But the process was slow and the
enemy craft had abruptly changed course. Since he could
control only the height and not the position of his craft, the situ-
ation was out of Timor’s hands. The raiders’ new direction
was calculated to take them out of grapple and bowshot range
in the shortest possible time, and, incidentally, proved the su-
periority of engines in combat or defense.

Almost atop the balloon now, with his feet wedged securely
between the fabric and the rigging, Jacobi waited, watching the
raiders’ ships behind and below wheel to the new course
which Timor would be unable to follow. Then his heart leaped as
he saw the implications of the move. Given luck, the right-hand
ship of the three, moving slowly sideways and at a speed slightly
greater than that of the wind, would soon pass reasonably close
below the craft on which he sat. He opened his waterproof pouch
with particular care, then took up the weapon with the hand-grip
and bent it savagely.

The mechanism clicked satisfactorily and he straightened it
and opened the breech. In the pouch were darts with long, thin,
metal splines and a curious head. He fitted one into the weapon
and sighted it on the raiders’ balloon, waiting his opportunity.
A few rainspots thudding on the fabric around him reminded
him to close the pouch securely. For some minutes it seemed
as if his plan might come to nothing. The target craft on which
his attention was centered was drawing rapidly off of their course
and the venting of the balloon on which he rode was reducing
the height difference without bringing them closer together.

He finally judged the approach of the two ships to be about
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the nearest that they would achieve, though the range was still
too far for certainty. Raising his weapon he took careful aim at
the target balloon. The weapon responded with the phut of re-
leased air, but there was no way of knowing if his dart had found
a target or fallen into empty air. Swiftly he reloaded and re-
primed his weapon and sent his darts winging one by one.
Above them the rainclouds hovered dark and the forests below
were still and saddened by shades of black. Now only time would
tell if his missiles had found their intended place of lodging.

He became aware slowly that he was not alone. Timor had
climbed the rigging on the other side and had been watching his
activities with interest. He moved round and took Jacobi’s
weapon and examined it curiously.

“If crossbows can’t get me an engine, what chance d’you think
you have with this? Or was it crows you were after?” The last
sentence was less of a question than a probe for further informa-
tion.

Jacobi maintained a bland face. “Gaining an engine is your
affair, Timor. Never let it be said that a Cloudmaster looks for
help of a whelp or mewling. And even the crows were cleverer
than 1.V

Timor scanned him narrowly. Although they were by this
time at roughly the same level as the raiders’ balloons, the diver-
gent paths of the two forces had placed their distance apart too
far now even for bowshot. But Jacobi continued to follow the
progress of his quarry closely.

“You'’re up to some mischief,” said Timor. “Else you'd not have
come.”

“I?” Innocently.

“Yes, Jacobi. There’s far more to your scheming than the build-
ing of cloudcraft.”

“Do you have any complaints about the way I serve my bond?”

“Quite the contrary. You've achieved more progress in a few
weeks than most men accomplish in a lifetime. That’s what makes
me suspicious. It doesn’t escape me that everything you do
has at least two purposes.”

“Nemesis take the thought! How badly do you want that
engine?”

165



THE CLOUDBUILDERS

“If I cannot match the raiders in the sky then I had better stop
shipbuilding in Catenor.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Jacobi. “When the raiders are far
enough crosswind they’ll stop using their engines—they take too
much fuel to use for other than short maneuvers. After that
theyll drift with the winds and rely on us not following them
into the mountains. Maintain your height and stay with them. It
could just be that one of them won'’t get that far.”

“I seel” Timor’s eyes were like bright steel coins in wrinkled
pigskin purses. “They didn’t tell me that prognostication was also
one of your talents.”

“I'm no adept. I could do with a little assistance.”

“In what way?”

“Pray for rain,” said Jacobi.

v

As Jacobi had predicted, the raiding ships, having drawn far
enough crosswind to be free from molestation, stopped their en-
gines and drifted with the same winds that carried Timor’s ships.
Thus there was a period of enforced stalemate during which the
pirate ships strove to gain height, and Timor’s ships to follow
them.

Jacobi maintained his station atop the balloon, watching the
growing rainclouds and the darkening ridges of the mountains
towards which they were being carried. Under the mountains
the broad estuary of the river showed like a band of steel di-
viding the fertile lands from the gray rock slopes.

Time was becoming important. If the rain came before the
drifting forces reached the river, they would most probably gain
their prize. But if it held off for longer, then the raiders would
drift home to the sanctuary of the mountains and Timor would
not dare to follow them across the water. If Timor’s ships crossed
to the mountains they would isolate themselves from help or re-
turn on the ground and would have to set-down in the moun-
tain reaches to await a windchange. This might well involve
a long encampment, and, due to the haste of their departure,
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the party had come recklessly unprovisioned. Further, falling into
raiders’ territory they could expect no help or mercy from pirates
anxious to add new cloudcraft to their stolen fleet.

But a closer misfortune was at hand for Timor’s ship. In the
yards the cloudcraft had been readied waiting for windchange
using ground-based auxiliary burners to conserve the gas charge
in the flight spheres. The latter had been standing near the
craft and had been hastily coupled when the emergency ascent
began. Unfortunately something had been overlooked. The
sphere of gas powering the burner on which their buoyancy
depended broke suddenly from its straps and plummeted down-
ward. The loss of its weight shot the ship rapidly skyward before
it began its slow, inevitable fall as the air in the balloon grew
cooler.

Jacobi felt the ship lift as the sphere fell away and the cries of
dismay from below explained the nature of the mishap. He could
have wept with frustration, for the growing patter of raindrops
indicated that, the gods willing, a few minutes longer might
have placed the raiders’ ship and its engine at their mercy. Nor
was he deceived as to the seriousness of the situation facing
Timor’s vessel.

He felt the rigging under him slacken and his weight begin to
sink into the fabric as the warm air inside the balloon grew less
supporting. The men from the deck below were climbing now
to join him, the safest place aboard a crashing cloudship being
above the fabric, with something beneath to cushion the impact
of landing and less chance of being smothered by the collapsing
envelope. But at this height their chance of survival was less than
even and fear inhabited their eyes.

Their companion ships, seeing their plight, began to fall also—
initially faster since they could afford to vent hot air, while Timor
could not. Timor’s concern was to retain every vestige of buoy-
ancy which the cooling air in the balloon could give them, but
they were still dangerously high and he had no real hope of suc-
ceeding. Jacobi stayed aloft a moment longer, watching the craft
in which he was sure his darts were buried and praying for effect
from the now freely falling rain.

The gods were suddenly pleased. From the balloon and rigging
of the raiders’ ship patches of fire sprang up, clearly visible
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even from the growing distance. The fires were quickly extin-
guished, but were sufficiently damaging to make holes in the fab-
ric through which a man might have put his head. Then the
crippled raider too began to fall.

The plight of Timor’s craft was now perilous indeed. The
angle of their descent threatened to drift them across the water
to strike the mountain’s foot with killing force and Timor dared
not sharpen the angle by venting air, since this could only
have increased their speed of impact. Summing up the situation
rapidly, Jacobi clambered untidily down the slackening rigging
and found Timor alone on the decking.

Timor forced a wry smile at his appearance. “What now,
Journeyman? Does the Guild have answers for this situation too?”

“Yes,” said Jacobi. “Get those men down and do as I do. It’s our
only chance.”

Climbing back up the rigging to the point where the ropes just
cleared the bottom of the envelope, he reached through the
lines with a blade and slashed at the fabric. Timor watched him
for one second before divining his purpose, then moved like a
fury, cursing and slashing with his knife, and calling to the rest
of the crew to do likewise. As the great circle was cut from the
bottom of the balloon, the burner and its hamess fell away. Shorn
of this weight and open to the air, the half-balloon flowered out-
ward like a giant mushroom within the confines of the rigging,
its speed of descent checking perceptibly.

Then Jacobi directed their attention downwards and they cut
the main ropes holding, at the lowest possible points. The deck-
ing fell dramatically away, leaving the men suspended in the rig-
ging with the giant fabric mushroom now wildly unstable and
threatening to spill air and collapse. But with the help of the gods
and under the lashing of Timor’s blasphemous tongue they man-
aged to re-locate their weight and maintain the stability of their
precious canopy. Again their speed was checked, but even then
several of them would have come to harm had they not fallen
into the waters of the estuary.

As his head broke the surface of the water, Jacobi struggled and
freed himself from the ropes and rigging and struck out for the
nearest land. He was a poor swimmer and he seriously doubted
his ability to swim the distance. Certainly he had no capacity to
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go back and ensure that the others were free and able to escape.
He swam doggedly towards a clump of trees which was all he
could see of the shore, hoping that the cramp which so fre-
quently terminated his swimming would not strike before he
could reach safety.

For a long while his efforts seemed unable to decrease his dis-
tance from the trees and he began to lose hope. He was tiring
rapidly with the unaccustomed exercise and his swimming had
become a mode of spasmodic snatches at the water, wasteful
of energy and unhelpful towards progress. Then cramp knotted
the muscles in his right leg and in a momentary panic he twisted
and sank untidily and painfully in the water.

He came up gasping for breath and spitting water and peril-
ously near to drowning. But strong hands seized his shoulders
and he allowed himself to float and be drawn by the arm to-
wards the shore. Then he was commanded to put down his feet
and he found himself standing with the water waist high on the
soft sands. His rescuer supported him on his arm until Jacobi
had managed to overcome the cramp in his legs sufficiently
to limp his way to dry land.

Exhausted, Jacobi sank onto the bank for a while, then looked
about. As far as he could gather, all the members of the
ship’s crew were now safely ashore. He noticed Timor farther
along the bank, face down on his arms and covered in mud from
the low basin through which he had crawled from the water.
Even from a distance he could see Timor’s shoulders moving
convulsively, and, fearing that the Cloudmaster was ill, Jacobi
ran to him and turned him over. But it was laughter that racked
Timor’s frame. Seeing Jacobi, he stopped and sat up and clapped
a huge and muddy arm around the Journeyman’s shoulder.

“By the gods, Jacobi, for a non-combatant you do a remarkable
line in warfare and survivall”

Jacobi sat down beside him. “Did you think then that all that
came from Annonay was academic?”

“No. I expected common sense as well. But not miracles. What
did you do to the raiders’ ship?”

“I shot darts at them tipped with a metal called sodium. The
sodium was coated to protect it in my pouch, but when exposed
to moisture the coat dissolved and the metal caught fire.”
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“Metal caught fire?” Timor looked at him quickly, then
shrugged. “Strange tools for a Guild Journeyman, to be sure. Do
they have a peaceful use as well?”

“No.”

“I thought not,” said Timor. “I always knew there was more
to the Guild than sweetness and light, What now of your claim to
be non-partisanp”

“I fired those darts in the Guild’s interests, not in yours.”

“I seel And how do you in Catenor determine what is in the
interests of the Guild?”

“You already know that, Timor—or if you don’t, ask Melanie.”

“Zeus!” said Timor ruefully. “I should have known better than to
bandy words with you.” He searched in his soaking clothes for a
pocket and from this he produced the wet and crumpled re-
mains of what once had been Jacobi’s message card from Annonay.
“Nemesis take all double-devious journeymen! I've wronged you,
Jacobi lad, and I freely admit it. I was suspicious of you and your
overt cleverness. I still am, but I know now it’s working in my
favor. You build me a new ship, destroy my enemy and save my
life. For that I repay you by doubting your motives and steal-
ing your messages.”

“And lending me your daughter,” said Jacobi mischievously.

Timor’s smile broke through again. “You won’t be drawn, will
you, Jacobi. I respect you for that, though I'm damned if T'll let
the matter rest.”

Soon they heard the horns through the thicknesses of the forest
and answered with loud cries, having no horns of their own with
which to answer. Fortunately they were heard and soon located
by the crews of Timor’s other ships which had made safe land-
ing. A camp had been established and a brushwood fire had been
started, the wet wood being kindled with methane from a flight
sphere.

The remains of the damaged raiders’ ship were found caught
in the trees about two miles away. The crew were dead and the
deck was torn and splintered, but the precious engine was almost
intact and easily recoverable. Timor himself directed its lower-
ing to the ground, with patient care. For him this was the start of
a new era in Catenor and he would permit no risk which might
endanger his prize. Finally the job was done and the engine, still
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on torn fragments of decking, was gently laid on the forest loam
to await the drays from Catenor to carry it back to the yards.

When Jacobi examined the mechanism he found, not the crude
gas engine he had expected, but a fairly advanced diesel, and he
then knew for a certainty just how serious the situation in Anno-
nay had become.

With Timor now even more solidly behind him, Jacobi now
found himself in almost complete control of the Catenor yards
and work on the hydrogen ship project moved ahead at a
furious pace. The hydrogen plant was completed and ready
for testing long before the ship itself had been constructed. Ja-
cobi’s daily round was long, arduous and exacting, but he found
time to go to Catenor each evening to relax and see Melanie.
After three weeks, and with her father’s blessing, she chose to be-
come his mistress and moved in with him in the high attic room.
Thus stabilized, Jacobi put his mind and hands solidly to work.

The stormclouds of trouble brewing over Annonay left him
largely untouched. Guild merchandise was explosive media and
needed to be handled with caution even by those bred in its
service. An uncontrolled leak of advance technology from Anno-
nay into a world not yet prepared to receive it had given great
advantages to an unscrupulous few and public opinion had swung
sharply against the Guild. This was a breach of confidence which
only time itself could heal. In the meantime the Guild had no
option but to reduce the scope of its operations in Annonay to
that of building established forms of cloudcraft.

Six weeks later Jacobi’s project was complete. The hydrogen
plant was fully operational and a competent crew had been in-
structed in its use. The ship itself, now containing on its deck
the diesel engine and a fair reserve of fuel, lay at the foot of the
mooring scaffold waiting for the charge of gas which would make
it buoyant without burners. The wings which the raiders had used
on the engine had gone and in their place a wooden propeller oc-
cupied the shaft, while a system of rudders had been provided
for direction. Tomorrow was to be the day of the first flight. Ja-
cobi’s last checks gave him confidence that the venture would be
a success. He returned to Melanie full of confidence.

Against Guild-rule, he had no longer made a secret of his com-
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munication device since Melanie had moved in. Now it stood per-
manently on a small table ready for his nightly contact with
Annonay. Melanie left the instrument severely alone, realiz-
ing, by some instinct, that it was part of another age and had
powers and contents whose secrets she would never compre-
hend. This factor, more than anything, brought home to Jacobi
the separation which would always be between them and
wrapped the insufferable shades of isolation more firmly round
his shoulders.

This day when he arrived home she complained that the instru-
ment had been clicking to itself as if trying to attract attention.
Jacobi inspected the message store. The tell-tale indicated that
something was contained therein, so he activated the print-out.
He was both prepared and yet unprepared for the message
he received.

—TECHNICAL INFORMATION RETRIEVAL CENTER NEW YORK—VIA
SATELLITE LINK AND LA GAUDE SUB-CENTER—TO JACOBI IN
CATENOR—MESSAGE BEGINS QUOTE CRISIS SITUATION—RIOTING
IN ANNONAY—GUILD YARDS ABANDONED—EUROPEAN OPERATIONS
ENDANGERED—IMPERATIVE YOU SECURE CATENOR FOR NEW
GUILD YARD—NEGOTIATE TIMOR ANY BASIS UNQUOTE—END MES-
SAGE—
—YORKTOWN CONTROL—

Jacobi caught the card in his hand and, after scanning it briefly,
he slipped it into his pocket without a word to Melanie. Later he
tried to raise Annonay Control on verbal contact, but received
nothing but static from a distant storm. As the message had im-
plied, the Annonay installation was finished. Whether later his-
torians would see this as the end of an era which failed, or merely
as a temporary setback to one of the braver ventures of man-
kind, was now largely in his own hands. But his hands were al-
ready tired from continuous overwork and the brain which
guided them was likewise tired of too much knowing, too much
thinking, too many obligations—and a brand of loneliness which
held him apart from Melanie even in the throes of love.

He found suddenly that he needed time to think, to question
seriously, perhaps for the first time in his life, whether the
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purpose for which the Guild existed was an ideal worth what it de-
manded of him. It would be too easy to slip into the pattern of
life at Catenor, to marry Melanie, to raise children, to build cloud-
craft in Timors yards and to forget the Guild and its in-
trigues and obligations and its dedication to an abstraction
called posterity. He remembered acutely the whip of his own
anger against those who had inexplicably weakened and de-
serted. Only now could he see how immature it was to judge
until one had oneself been tested and how little you could pre-
dict of your own reactions under the duress of emotion and over-
work.

Melanie must have intuitively sensed the conflict within him
and how crucially she was involved, for she drew him to her
and soothed him and when they fell to making love it was ten-
derly and with a great consideration utterly unlike the passionate
consummations of the past. Jacobi drifted into sleep still in her
arms, but restlessly, his dreams confused with vaulted banks of
microfilm and microfiche and ranks of reading-screens, video
playback monitors and electron flying-spot decoders. Again the
voice of his mentor led him through the complex concepts of
computerized normal text awareness and reconstructed in pains-
taking detail the elements of computer programming for data
retrieval. When he awoke, overhot and unrested, to the sound
of homs and cries of: “Raiders hol” he had some difficulty in
determining reality from dreaming.

His confusion was enhanced by the fact that he knew that a
pirate raid at such a time was a near impossibility. Firstly, the
raiders never came in darkness and secondly the winds had set to
outwind as far as the raiders were concerned. It would have
taken a very confident raider—or a very mad one—to land in
Catenor under such conditions, Or a very powerful group of
raiders!

The last thought crystallized as a shattering possibility. Know-
ing that Timor had both a Journeyman and an engine, the raiders
could have realized that opposition from Timor’s sector was des-
tined to become increasingly stiffer, ending as such develop-
ments must, in the final destruction of random raiding forces. The
logical counter-move in such circumstances was a massed strike
with all available manpower to stifle the potential opposition
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while it was still in embryo. That meant the yards would
be the focal point of the attack, and destruction, not plunder,
would be the object of the exercise.

Then Jacobi knew that his previous conflict had been resolved.
He could see now that the opposite to the Guild’s principle was
a sort of painful barbarian anarchy—a hangover of the last dark
age out of which they were still trying to claw their way.
He dressed hastily, and Melanie, waking after him, sat up in a
spasm of panic and clutched at his wrist.

“Jacobi, don’t leave mel”

He drew his arm away carefully. “I have to get to the yards,
Melanie. You know that.”

“Yes.”

She knew that he had to go but hoped that something in his
makeup and his feeling for her would cause him to stay. As he
reached the door he turned and the tears in her eyes accused
him of betrayal. He had to close the door resolutely behind him
to shut out her sobs as she collapsed back on the pillow. Had
he listened further he too was sure he might have stayed.

The streets were full of running men, townsmen and yards-
men and the Catenor militia gathering together, and over all the
sounds of horns calling from somewhere out in the night. Jacobi,
having declined to adopt a partisan approach, had no set point
of rendezvous and for this he was suddenly glad. He took the
quietest alleys leading out of town, then along the road to the
yards, setting up a good jog-trot the whole distance. Behind him
he could hear carts setting out from Catenor, while, in front,
watch-fires were being lighted around the yard perimeters by the
yardsmen on duty. At this point he saw no sign of the raiders
and had only the horns’ evidence that they indeed had come.

At the yard gates he was stopped by a yardsman with a pike
and forced back into a circle of firelight for recognition. His vit-
riolic condemnation of the delay was a performance worthy of
Timor himself and a gate was immediately drawn open for him
to enter. Inside the yards he had the place to himself and this
suited his purpose well. He was halfway through to his destina-
tion when heavy fighting broke out near the gas stockade and a
burst of flame pointed the pattern of the raiders’ approach to the
menace of the Catenor yards.
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At the foot of the scaffold lay the components of his precious
hydrogen ship. Tomorrow it should have proudly risen to shape
and then taken flight for all in Catenor to see the progress in
shipbuilding. Tonight it was a neat-stacked fold of fabric, rope
and canvas above the deck which housed the engine. He knew
precisely what he had to do. He pulled the drain plug from the
fuel tank and allowed the crude oils to flow out onto the decking.
When he was reasonably sure the deck and ropes were saturated
he took a burner igniter and some chaff and encouraged a small
fire which he threw bodily onto the oil-soaked decking. The re-
sultant flare, which encompassed deck, fabric, rigging and
scaffold, gave pause to raider and defender alike. But the hy-
drogen ship stood no chance of becoming a raiders’ prize.

A%

Catenor underestimated the raiders badly. Apparently in tem-
porary collusion with several other pirate parties, over a hundred
and fifty ships had landed in the vicinity and it was a toughened,
ruthless army which hit Catenor and the yards that night. By
morning the fight was nearly over. Using a feint attack on the
yards as a diversion, the main spearhead of the raiders’ forces
had gone straight into Catenor with one specific purpose—hos-
tages. The women and children had been herded like cattle out
into the fields and any who opposed had been slain without
mercy. Pockets of resistance in the town had been burned down
or smoked out and nearly a quarter of Catenor was smoking ruins
at the coming of the dawn.

Deceived by this pattern of tactics and embittered by the
savagery of the attack, Timor, who held the yards intact save for
the gas stockade, refused to surrender his installation. The raiders
sent him the limbless torso of a young girl and promised him
another every hour until he gave in. Soon ragged white flags flew
upon the lookout towers and the raiders had their way. Jacobi
stood with arms folded and watched, knowing that he alone
would have to win the battle that the rest of Catenor had lost.
The message of the mutilated child’s body was not lost on him.

175



THE CLOUDBUILDERS

Guild-rule or no Guild-rule, a Journeyman made partisan by wit-
ness to such an atrocity was no mean enemy.

Jacobi foresaw the coming developments even if Timor did
not. The Cloudmaster, his face full-thunder, went out to meet the
raiding chief and his aides. They knocked him down in the dust
and kicked him and passed on into the yards dragging a captive
behind them. The captive was Melanie, hands bound and scold-
ing like a fury. They made a rope halter and tethered her to a
post like any common beast.

“Where’s the Journeyman?”

“Here.” Jacobi came forward, arms folded.

“Ahl” The raiders’ leader, a bearded giant called Dacon, sig-
naled swift acknowledgment. “You would be Jacobi. We've heard
of you.” He nodded in the direction of Melanie, straining at her
bonds. “In fact we know a great deal about what motivates
Catenor. The woman is primary hostage to ensure your coopera-
tion.”

“The Guild is not amenable to blackmail,” said Jacobi. “Neither
does it operate under duress. As a Cloudsman, if you have a
reasonable claim to Guild service, you shall receive it. Otherwise
you may rot.”

“Service? You damned whelp!” Dacon blazed with anger. “It’s
not service we want from you—it’s hydrogen.”

“Hydrogen? In those sacks?” Jacobi looked across the fields to
where the raiding cloudcraft were scattered across the fields.

“Yes, in those, Journeyman.”

“No,” said Jacobi flatly. “If you want hydrogen you'd best buy a
Journeyman-at-bond from the Guild. There’s more to hydrogen
flight than filling cloudships.”

“Zeus! I could afford three hundred men for the price of one
Guild bond. But why should I bother when you will provide it
free of charge?”

“The Guild does nothing free of charge. If you want hydrogen
you'll pay Guild price.”

Jacobi turned and walked deliberately away towards Timor’s
office. After a dozen paces he was caught and swung roughly
round again to face the raiding chief.

“You mistake your position here, Journeyman. Are we to treat
you with presents as we did with Timor?”
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“No,” said Jacobi, “it is you who mistake your position. You
can’t kill everyone in Catenor, because youre outnumbered by
several to one. Only your hostages protect you. But if you con-
tinue your atrocities on the hostages they won’t constitute pro-
tection any more. When that point comes the population will
tear you apart with their bare hands if necessary.”

Dacon was amused. “It was scarcely our intention to settle
here.”

“You’ve some small craft out there,” said Jacobi, nodding to the
field, “and you've already come a fair way. Don't tell me you've
fuel enough for your burners to carry the whole of you right
across the plains.”

“No,” said Dacon, discomfited by the accuracy of Jacobi’s sum-
mary. “Hence our interest in hydrogen. With it we can dispense
with using fuel.”

“And save at Guild price youll get no hydrogen from me.”

“I think we shall.” Dacon looked towards Melanie. “Yon’s a
pretty girl and ripe too. I'd imagine you'd hear her screaming a
long ways from here if we put our minds to it.”

Jacobi faced him squarely. “Try it. See how many women
you have to torture or how many children you need to mutilate
before you precipitate the bloodbath you cannot possibly hope to
win.” He spat contemptuously on the cloud-pirate’s ankles, then
turned his back and walked away, praying the shadows of Guild
responsibility would clog his ears with clay and poke the eyes
out of his imagination. Every step he took was a determined
effort and every muscle movement demanded voluntary control
as if, in the interim, he’d forgotten how to walk. He reached the
stairs leading to Timor’s office and had ascended the first three
steps before he dared to turn. Behind him there had been no
sound at all.

Dacon had followed and was ten paces off, standing now look-
ing up at Jacobi.

“Very well, Journeyman! What is the Guild price for hy-
drogen?”

“Simply that, when you have it, you leave Catenor imme-
diately. No more killing, no rape, no hostages and no women to
be taken.”

“Only that?” Dacon’s face registered his disbelief. “I don’t fol-
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low your reasoning, Jourmeyman. Where’s the Guild gain in
that?”

“That’s the Guild affair. Do you want to pay more?”

“No. I accept the price. In return for my ships filled with hy-
drogen I will see it goes as you ask. But we came here for a
reason—and that was to destroy Timor’s yards. You say nothing
of that in your bargain.”

Jacobi shrugged. “Leave the hydrogen plant undamaged, but
with the rest you may do as you will. It's no concern of mine.”

Timor had come back into the yards, his mouth bloody, and,
shorn of the aura of control and authority he normally carried
about him, he seemed to have aged incredibly. Now he was but
an old and beaten man, ignored by the raiders and unable to
surmount the circumstances which had befallen him. He found
his daughter tethered to a post and tried to interfere, but the
pirates merely threatened the girl with a knife and he moved on
helplessly. Then he saw Jacobi and Dacon and came hesitantly
across the yards to know what they were saying.

He could not have caught the words but must have guessed the
gist of the conversation, for suddenly he roared with anger and
drew himself back to something of his old stature.

“Jacobi, by the gods, I'll make no bargains with murderers!”

“The bargain is already struck in the Guild’s name,” said
Jacobi.

“Then the Guild will have to fulfill it. You'll get no aid from
Catenor.”

“I need the crew to make hydrogen.”

“Any man of mine who helps you will have a sorry time living
in these parts hereafter. And you'll likely find it healthier yourself
to leave if you assist this hell-spawn.”

“Then get back with the women and children,” said Jacobi,
“because you've entered your second childhood all too sudden.”
He turned to Dacon. “Find me men and I'll instruct them what
to do. Start bringing your craft here to the yards and have plenty
of tethers prepared.”

“They’ll get no hydrogen here.” Timor pushed his way past the
pirate and started up the steps towards Jacobi