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IF ® Editorial

TV BY THE NUMBERS

urray Leinster was in the of-
fice the other day to talk about
stories. So we talked about them
(and hope to be bringing you some
of the results of the talk shortly);
after which the conversation turned
to the business which had brought
Leinster to New York. He had been
talking patent releases with a large
corporation. The patent was his
own. It seems that some years ago
one of Leinster’s stories was being
adapted for a television program
and, visiting on the lot, Leinster
noticed an awful lot of activity go-
ing on in putting up and breaking
down sets. Turned out, that studio
alone was spending an amount in
five figures every week — not to
build new sets, but just to truck
old ones back and forth between the
warehouse and the studio as needed.
That struck Leinster as rather a
waste. It was just background, after
all. If you photographed it once, it
should stay photographed. . . . So
he went home and designed an op-
tical system to make it possible to
retain .the backgrounds without all
the bother of having them physically
present all the time . . . and the
royalties from that are one reason
why you don’t see as many Leinster
stories as you used to any more.
Which started your editor think-
ing.

P!hotographing sets once instead
of a hundred times js a fine
saving, no doubt. But look. You
don’t really want the sets at all in
the long run, do you? All you want
is an image of the sets.

For that matter, you don’t really
want props — or actors.

Maybe you don’t even need cam-
eras.

In order to give your television
audience an hour’s amusement (or
addicted boredom, which is move
like it), you only need to make
sure that a finite number of phos-
phor spots on the inside of a cath-
ods tube sparkle in the proper or-
der. That’s all that goes on now,
of course. It happens that the elec-
tron gun that makes the phosphors
sparkle is programmed by a video
camera, which in turn is program-
med by scanning live actors on a
live set. But still. . . .

Each point of light on the TV
tube is still just a point of light.
It’s either on or off. That’s all. (Not
counting color television, where the
signal in the set specifies “chromin-

ance” as well as “luminance” — but
let’s not bother about color for a
moment.)

There are about 420 active phos-
phor spots on each line of an Amer-
ican tube. You could write that line
as a binary number. Let “1” be on;
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“The department head's job had just been left
vacant. When the boys in the office learned |
was gunning for it, they gave me their widest
grins., One thing they didn't know: | had made
up my mind sometime back to take LaSalle
training that would qualify me for a better job.
My study paid off so fast it surprised even me—
1'was picked for that shiny promotion over every»
one’s head. Who wouldn't be smiling with a neat
new $1,500 increase!”

I:. SALLE'S FILES are filled with letters with this kind of
story from LaSalle graduates who have rapidly
climbed the ladder of success. You, too, can qualify for
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and by devoting only a little of your spare time.

LaSalle has béen an acknowledged leader in home edu-
cation for more than half a century. It has enrolled more
than 1,000,000 ambitious men and women in its many
types of training courses. LaSalle’s distinguished faculty
includes some of the country’s foremost practicing spe-
cialists and instructors. That's why your training is in

good, experienced hands...why your LaSalle diploma
wlll be respected by employers.

Mailing the LaSalle coupon below may be the first step
in getting a better job, higher pay, and all of the good
things that go with success. Simply check the program in
which you are most interested, and we will send you a
valuable free booklet describing the opportunities in that
field. Mail the coupon to LaSalle, 417 South Dearborn
Street, Chicago, Illinois 60605.
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let “0” be off. A string of 420 1’s
would mean every one of those spots
would be on. A binary number like
1001 . . . 00 would mean the first
spot is on, the second off, the third
off, the fourth on . .. up to the last
two being off. (Write the missing
414 digits to please yourself — we
don’t have room!)

That takes care of one line; there
are 525 lines to @ frame. Well, write
each line separately. It takes 220,000
binary digits to describe the whole
picture — but it is still just a num-
ber. And yet that number can repre-
sent anything a television screen can
show, from Chet Huntley announc-
ing the end of the world to Lassie
preventing it from happening.
That’s all a television picture is,
you see; a binary number.

The only thing wrong with the
picture is that it’s a snapshot. It
doesn’t move.

But that’s easily enough solved.
Erase the picture — actually, you
don’t have to; the decay time of the
phosphor is carefully planned so that
it will erase itself as necessary.
Write a new one. Write thirty new
ones and run them one after an-
other, and you have a full second of
actual animated activity on the tube
— total size of the numbers you
have written, now just short of
seven million bits.

From there on its just multiplica-
tion. A 25 billion digit number gives
you an hour show. 600 billion digits
gives you twenty-four hours of pro-
gramming, or more than you get
on any but a few eccentric stations
in the world each day.

Of course, you may want it in

color, which adds a problem. How
much of a problem depends on what
system of color television you are
using and how you elect to encode
it; but you could do it by simply
tripling the number of digits.

You still only have to write one
unique number each day, and out
of it comes the morning news, the
housewives’ exercise hour, the quiz
shows, the sports events, the comics
and the singers, the panel shows
and the documentaries ‘. . and
all the little commercials as well.
Nothing hard about writing one
number a day, is there? Even if
the number chances to be slightly
less than two trillion digits long?

Actual.ly it might not be as hard
as you think. Between the 220,
000 digits in any given frame and
the 220,000 digits in the one that
follows it a thirtieth of a second
later, there isn’t really a great deal
of change — and what change there
is is reasonably systematic. I.e., can
be programmed into a computer.
And think what you'd save! Produc-
tion costs on a single TV hour can
run half a million dollars. Each of
those little one-minute commercials
can cost tens of thousands — and
go on costing thousands in residuals,
every time they’re used. But your
computer-generated binary number
wouldn’t expect residuals. Comput-
ers rarely if ever belong to AFTRA.

Anyway, there it is. NBC, ABC,
CBS, BBC and others — take no-
tice. And when you get around to
sending royalty checks, please make
them out to —
i —THE EDITOR

IF
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NEUTRON STAR

by LARRY NIVEN

lllustrated by ADKINS

It was the kind of star so tiny
but massive that it trapped even
light. Now it trapped even me!

I

The Skydiver dropped out of
hyperspace an even million
miles above the neutron star. I
needed’ a minute to place my-
self against the stellar background
and another to find the distortion
Sonya Laskin had mentioned before
she died. It was to my left, an area
the apparent size of the Earth’s
moon. I swung the ship around to
face it.

Curdled stars, muddled stars,
stars that had been stirred with a
spoon.

The neutron star was in the cen-
ter, of course, though I couldn’t see
it and hadn’t expected to. It was
only eleven miles across, and cool.
A Dbillion years had passed since
BVS-1 burned by fusion fire. Mil-
lions of years, at least, since the
cataclysmic two weeks during which
BVS-1 was an X-ray star, burning
at a temperature of five billion de-
grees Kelvin. Now it showed only
by its mass.

The ship began to turn by it-
self. I felt the pressure of the fusion
drive. Without help from me, my
faithful metal watchdog was putting



me in hyperbolic orbit that would
take me within one mile of the neu-
tron star’s surface. Twenty-four
hours to fall, twenty-four hours to
rise . . . and during that time, some-
thing would try to kill me. As some-
thing had killed the Laskins.

The same type of autopilot, with
the same program, had chosen the
Laskins’ orbit. It had not caused
their ship to collide with the star.
I could trust the autopilot. I could
even change its program.

I really ought to.

How did I get myself into this
hole?

The drive went off after ten min-
utes of maneuvering. My orbit was
established, in more .ways than one.
I knew what would happen if I tried
to back out now.

All I'd done was walk into a drug-
store to get a new battery for my
lighter!

Right in the middle of the store,
surrounded by three floors of
sales counters, was the new 2603
Sinclair intrasystem yacht. 'd come
for a battery, but I stayed to admire.
It was a beautiful job, small and
sleek and streamlined and blatantly
different from anything that’s ever
been built. I wouldn’t have flown
it for anything, but I had to admit
it was pretty. I ducked my head
through the door to look at the
control panel. You never saw so
many dials. When I pulled my head
out, all the customers were looking
in the same direction. The place had
gone startlingly quiet.

I can’t blame them for staring. A
number of aliens were in the store,

mainly shopping for souvenirs, but
they were staring too. A puppeteer
is unique. Imagine a headless, three-
legged centaur wearing two Cecil the
Seasick Sea Serpent puppets on his
arms, and you’ll have something like
the right picture. But the arms are
weaving necks, and the puppets are
real heads, flat and brainless, with
wide flexible lips. The brain is un-
der a bony hump set between the
bases of the necks. This puppeteer
wore only its own coat of brown
hair, with a mane that extended all
the way up its spine to form a thick
mat over the brain. I'm told that the
way they wear the mane indicates
their status in society, but to me it
could have been anything from a
dock worker to a jeweler to the presi-
dent of General Products.

I watched with the rest as it
came across the floor, not because
I'd never seen a puppeteer, but
because there is something beautiful
about the dainty way they move on
those slender legs and tiny hooves.
I watched it come straight toward
me, closer and closer. It stopped a
foot away, looked me over and said,
“You are Beowulf Shaeffer, former
chief pilot for Nakamura Lines.”

Its voice was a beautiful contralto
with not a trace of accent. A pup-
peteer’s mouths are not only the
most flexible speech organs around,
but also the most sensitive hands.
The tongues are forked and point-
ed, the wide, thick lips have little
fingerlike knobs along the rims. Im-
agine a watchmaker with a sense of
taste in his fingertips . . .

I cleared my throat. “That’s right.”

It considered me from two direc-

IF



tions. “You would be interested in
a high-paying job?”

“I’d be fascinated in a high-paying
ob.”
: “I am our equivalent of the region-
al president of General Products.
Please come with me, and we will
discuss this elsewhere.”

followed it into a displacement

booth. Eyes followed me all the
way. It was embarrassing, being ac-
costed in a public drugstore by a
two-headed monster. Maybe the pup-
peteer knew it. Maybe it was testing
me to see how badly I needed money.

My need was great. Eight months
had passed since Nakamura Lines
folded. For some time before that,
I had been living very high on the
hog, knowing that my back pay
would cover by debts. I never saw
that back pay. It was quite a crash,
Nakamura Lines. Respectable mid-
dle-aged businessmen took to leaving
their hotel windows without their lift
belts. Me, I kept spending. If I'd
started living frugally, my creditors
would have done some checking . . .
and I'd have ended in debtor’s prison.

The puppeteer dialed thirteen fast
digits with its tongue. A moment
later we were elsewhere. Air puffed
out when I opened the booth door,
and I swallowed to pop my ears.

“We are on the roof of the Gen-
eral Products building.” The rich
contralto voice thrilled along my
nerves, and I had to remind myself
that it was an alien speaking, not
a lovely woman. “You must examine
this spacecraft while we discuss your
assignment.”

I stepped outside a little cautious-

NEUTRON STAR

ly, but it wasn’t the windy season.
The roof was at ground level. That'’s
the way we build on We Made It.
Maybe it has something to do
with the fifteen-hundred-mile-an-
hour winds we get in summer and
winter, when the planet’s axis of ro-
tation runs through its primary,
Procyon. The winds are our planet’s
only tourist attraction, and it would
be a shame to slow them down by
planting skyscrapers in their path.
The bare, square concrete roof was
surrounded by endless square miles
of desert, not like the deserts of
other inhabited worlds, but an ut-
terly lifeless expanse of fine sand
just crying to be planted with orna-
mental cactus. We've tried that. The
wind blows the plants away. .
The ship lay on the sand beyond
the roof. It was a #2 General Pro-
ducts hull: a cylinder three hundred
feet long and twenty feet through,
pointed at both ends and with a
slight wasp-waist constriction near
the tail. For some reason it was
lying on its side, with the landing
shocks still folded in at the tail.
Ever notice how all ships have
begun to look the same? A good
ninety-five percent of today’s space-
crafts are built around one of the
four General Products hulls. It’s
easier and safer to build that way,
but somehow all ships end as they
began: mass-produced look-alikes.
The hulls are delivered fully
transparent, and you use paint where
you feel like it. Most of this par-
ticular hull had been left transpar-
ent. Only the nose had been painted,
around the lifesystem. There was no
major reaction drive. A series of

9
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NEUTRON STAR

retractable attitude jets had been
mounted in the sides, and the hull
was pierced with smaller holes,
square and round — for observation-
al instruments. I could see them
gleaming through the hull.

The puppeteer was moving toward
‘ the nose, but something made
me turn toward the stern for a
closer look at the landing shocks.

They were bent. Behind the
curved, transparent hull panels, some
tremendous pressure had forced the
metal to flow like warm wax, back
and into the pointed stern.

“What did this?” I asked.

“We do not know. We wish stren-
uously to find out.”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you heard of the neutrdm
star BVS-1?”

I had to think a moment. “First
neutron star ever found, and so far
the only. Someone located it two
years ago by stellar displacement.”

“BVS-1 was found by the Institute
of Knowledge on Jinx. We learned
through a go-between that the In-
stitute wished to explore the star.
They needed a ship to do it. They
had not yet sufficient money. We
offered to supply them with a ship’s
hull, with the usual guarantees, if
they would turn over to us all data
they acquired through using our
ship.”

“Sounds fair enough.” I didn’t
ask why they hadn’t done their
own exploring. Like most sentient
vegetarians, puppeteers find descre-
tion to be the only part of valor.

“Two humans named Peter Lask-
in and Sonya Laskin wished to use

1



the ship. They intended to come
within one mile of the surface in a
hyperbolic orbit. At some point dur-
ing their trip, an unknown force ap-

parently reached through the hull ~

to do this to the landing shocks.
The unknown force also seems to
have killed the pilots.”

“But that’s impossible. Isn’t it?”

“You see the point. Come with
me.” The puppeteer trotted toward
the bow.

I saw the point, all right. Nothing,
but nothing can get through a Gen-
eral Products hull. No kind of elec-
tromagnetic energy except visible
light. No kind of matter, from the
smallest subatomic particle to the
fastest meteor. That’s what the com-
pany’s advertisements claim, and the
guarantee backs them up. I've never
doubted it, and I've never heard
of a General Products hull being
damaged by a weapon or by anything
else.

On the other hand, a General
Products hull is as ugly as it is func-
tional. The puppeteer-owned com-
pany could be badly hurt if it got
around that something could get
through a company hull. But I didn’t
see where I came in.

We rode an escalladder into the
nose.

The lifesystem was in two com-
partments, Here the Laskins had
used heat-reflective paint. Inthe con-
ical control cabin the hull had been
divided into windows. The relaxa-
tion room behind it was a window-
less reflective silver. From the back
wall of the relaxation room an access
tube ran aft, opening on various in-
struments and the hyperdrive motors.

12

There were two acceleration
couches in the control cabin. Both
had been torn loose from their
mountings and wadded into the nose
like so much tissue paper, crushing
the instrument panel. The backs of
the crumpled couches were splashed
with rust brown. Flecks of the same
color were all over everything, the
walls, the windows, the viewscreens.
It was as if something had hit the
couches from behind: something like
a dozen paint-filled foy balloons,
striking with tremendous force.

“That’s blood,” I said.

“That is correct. Human circula-
tory fluid.”

I

wenty-four hours to fall.

I spent most of the first twelve
hours in the relaxation room, trying
to read. Nothing significant was
happening, except that a few times
I saw the phenomenon Sonya Laskin
had mentioned in her last report.
When a star went directly behind the
invisible BVS-1, a halo formed. BVS-
1 was heavy enough to bend light
around it, displacing most stars to
the sides; but when a star went di-
rectly behind the neutron star, its
light was displaced to all sides at
once. Result: a tiny circle which
flashed once and was gone almost
before the eye could catch it.

I'd known next to nothing about
neutron stars the day the puppeteer
picked me up. Now I was an expert.
But I still had no idea what was
waiting for me when I got down
there. ’

All the matter you're ever likely

IF



to meet will be normal matter, com-
posed of a nucleus of protons and
neutrons surrounded by electrons in
quantum energy states. In the heart
of any star there is a second kind
of matter: for there, the tremendous
pressure is enough to smash the elec-
tron shells. The result is degenerate
matter: nuclei forced together by
pressure and gravity, but held apart
by the mutual repulsion of the more
or less continuous electron ‘gas’
around them. The right circum-
stances may create a third type of
matter.

Given: a burnt-out white dwarf
with a mass greater than 1.44 times
the mass of the Sun — Chandrasek-
har’s Limit, named for an Indian-
American astronomer of the nine-
teen hundreds. In such a mass the
electron pressure alone would not
be able to hold the electrons back
from the nuclei. Electrons would be
forced against protons — to make
neutrons. In one blazing explosion
most of the star would change from
a compressed mass of degenerate
matter to a closely packed lump of
neutrons: neutronium, theoretically
the densest matter possible in this
universe. Most of the remaining
normal and degenerate matter would
be blown away by the liberated heat.

For two weeks the star would give
off X rays, as its core temperature
dropped from five billion degrees
Kelvin to five hundred million. After
that it would be a light-emitting
body perhaps ten to twelve miles
across: the next best thigg to in-
visible. It was not strange that BVS-
1 was the first neutron star ever
found.

NEUTRON STAR

Neither is it strange that the In-
stitute of Knowledge on Jinx would
have spent a good deal of time and
trouble looking. Until BVS-1 was
found, neutronium and neutron stars
were only theories. The examina-
tion of an actual neutron star could
be of tremendous importance. Neu-
tron stars could give us the key to
true gravity control. )

Mass of BVS-1: 1.3 times
mass of Sol, approximately.

Diameter of BVS-1 (estimated):
eleven miles of neutronium, covered
by half a mile of degenerate matter,
covered by maybe twelve feet of or-
dinary matter.

Escape velocity: 130,000 mps, ap-
proximately.

Nothing else was known of the
tiny black star until the Laskins went
in to look. Now the Institute knew
one thing more. The star’s spin.

the

(14 mass that large can distort

space by its rotation,” said
the puppeteer. “The Institute ship’s
projected hyperbola was twisted
across itself in such a way that we
can deduce the star’s period of ro-
tation to be two minutes, twenty-
seven seconds.”

The bar was somewhere in the
General Products building. I don’t
know just where, and with the trans-
fer booths it doesn’t matter. I kept
staring at the puppeteer bartender.
Naturally only a puppeteer would be
served by a puppeteer bartender,
since any biped would resent know-
ing that somebody made his drink
with his mouth. I had already de-
cided to get dinner somewhere else.

“I see your problem,” I said.

13



“Your sales will suffer if it gets out
that something can reach through
one of your hulls and smash a crew
to bloody smears. But where do 1
fit in?”

“We wish to repeat the experiment
of Sonya Laskin and Peter Laskin.
We must find —”

“With me?”

“Yes. We must find out what it
is that our hulls cannot stop. Na-
tuarlly you may —”

“But I won’t.”

“We are prepared to offer one
‘million stars.”

“I was tempted, but only for a
moment. “Forget it.”

“Naturally you will be allowed
to build your own ship, starting with
a #2 General Products hull.”

“Thanks, but I'd like to go on
living.”

“You would dislike being confin-
ed. I find that We Made It has re-
established the debtor’s prison. If
General Products made public your
accounts . . .”

“Now, just a —"

“You owe money in the close or-
der of five hundred thousand stars.
We will pay your creditors before
you leave. If you retwrn —” I had
to admire the creature’s honesty in
not saying when — “we will pay you
the remainder. You may be asked
to speak to news commentators con-
cerning the voyage, in which case
there will be more stars.”

"“You say I can build my own
ship?”

“Naturally. This is not a voyage
of exploration. We want you to re-
turn safely.”

“It’s a deal,” I said.

14

After all, the puppeteer had tried
to blackmail me. What happened
next would be its own fault.

hey built my ship in two weeks
' flat. They started with a #2
General Products hull, just like the
one around the Institute of Knowl-
edge ship, and the lifesystem was
practically a duplicate of the Las-
kins’, but there the resemblance
ended. There were no instruments to
observe neutron stars.‘ Instead, there
was a fusion motor big enough for
a Jinx warliner. In my ship, which
I now called Skydiver, the drive
would produce thirty gees at the
safety limit. There was a laser can-
non big enough to punch a hole
through We Made It’'s moon. The
puppeteer wanted me to feel safe,
and now I did, for I could fight and
I could run. Especially I could run.
I heard the Laskins’ last broad-
cast through half a dozen times.
Their unnamed ship had dropped
out of hyperspace a million miles
above BVS-1. Gravity warp would
have prevented their getting closer
in hyperspace. While her husband
was crawling through the access tube
for an instrument check, Sonya Las-
kin had called the Institute of Knowl-
edge. “. . . we can’t see it yet, not
with the naked eye. But we can see
where it is. Every time some star or
other goes behind it, there’s a little
ring of light. Just a minute. Peter’s
ready to use the telescope . ..”
Then the star’s mass had cut the
hyperspacial link. It was expected,
and nobody had worried — then.
Later, the same effect must have
stopped them from escaping what-

IF



ever attacked them, into hyperspace.

When would-be rescuers found
the ship, only the radar and the
cameras were still running. They
didn’t tell us much. There had been
no camera in the cabin. But the
forward camera gave us, for one
instant, a speed-blurred view of the
neutron star. It was a featureless
disc the orange color of perfect bar-
becue coals, if you know someone
who can afford to burn wood. This
object had been a neutron star a long
time.

“There’ll be no need to paint the
ship,” I told the president.

“You should not make such a trip

with the walls transparent. You
would go insane.”
“‘'m no flatlander. The mind-

wrenching sight of naked space fills
me with mild, but waning interest.
I want to know nothing’s sneaking
up behind me.”

the day before I left, I.sat alone

in the General Products bar
letting the puppeteer bartender make
me drinks with his mouth. He did
it well. Puppeteers were scattered
around the bar in twos and threes,
with a couple of men for variety;
but the 'drinking hour had not yet
arrived. The place felt empty.

I was pleased with myself. My
debts were all paid, not that that
would matter where 1 was going. I
would leave with not a mini-credit
to my name; with nothing but the
ship. ..

All told, T was well out of a sticky
situation. I hoped I'd like being a
rich exile.

I jumped when the newcomer sat
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down across from me. He was a
foreigner, a middle-aged man wear-
ing an expensive night-black busi-
ness suit and a snow-white asymme-
tric beard. I let my face freeze and
started to get up.

“Sit down, Mr. Shaeffer.”

“Why?”

He told me by showing me a blue
disc. An Earth-government ident. I
looked it over to show I was alert,
not because I'd know an ersatz from
the real thing.

“My name is Sigmund Ausfaller,”
said the government man. “I wish
to say a few words concerning your
assignment on behalf of General Pro-
ducts.”

I nodded, not saying anything.

“A record of your verbal contract
was sent to us as a matter of course.
I noticed some peculiar things about
it. Mr. Shaeffer, will you really take
such a risk for only five hundred
thousand stars?”

“I'm getting twice that.”

“But you only keep half of it.
The rest goes to pay debts. Then
there are taxes. But never mind.
What occurred to me was that a
spaceship is a spaceship, and yours is
very well armed and has powerful
legs. An admirable fighting ship, if
you were moved to sell it.”

“But it isn’t mine.”

“There are those who would not
ask. On Canyon, for example, or the
Isolationist party of Wonderland.”

I said nothing.

“Or, you might be planning a ca-
reer of piracy. A risky business, pi-
racy, and I don’t take the notion
seriously.”

I hadn’t even thought about pi-
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racy. But I'd have to give up on
Wenderland . . .
“What I would like to say is this,

Mr. Shaeffer. A single entrepreneur,

if he were sufficiently dishonest,
could do terrible damage to the repu-
tation of all human beings every-
where. Most species find it neces-
sary to police the ethics of their own
members, and we are no exception.
It occurred to me that you might
not take your ship to the neutron
star at all; that you would take it
elsewhere and sell it. The puppeteers
do not make invulnerablé war ves-
sels. They are pacifists. Your Sky-
diver is unique.

“Hence I have asked General Pro-
ducts to allow me to install a remote
control bomb in the Skydiver. Since
it is inside the hull, the hull cannot
protect you. I had it installed this
afternoon.

“Now, notice! If you have not re-
ported within a week I will set off
the bomb. There are several worlds
within a week’s hyperspace flight of
here, but all recognize the dominion
of Earth. If you flee, you must leave
yeour ship within a week, so I hardly
think you will land on a nonhabitable
world. Clear?”

“Clw.tt

“If I am wrong, you may take a
lie-detector test and prove it. Then
you may punch me in the nose, and
I will apologize handsomely.”

I shook my head. He stood up,
bowed and left me sitting there cold
sober.

our films had been taken from
the Laskins’ cameras. In the
time left to me, I ran through them
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several times, without seeing any-
thing out of the way. If the ship had
run through a gas cloud, the impact
could have killed the Laskins. At
perihelion they were moving at bet-
ter than half the speed of light. But
there would have been friction, and
I saw no sign of heating in the
films. If something alive had at-
tacked them, the beast was invisible
to radar and to an enormous range
of light frequencies. If the attitude
jets had fired accidentally — 1 was
clutching at straws — the light show-
ed on none of the films.

There would be savage magnetic
forces near BVS-1, but that couldn’t
have done any damage. No such
force could penetrate a General Pro-
ducts hull. Neither could heat, ex-
cept in special bands of radiated
light, bands visible to at least one of
the puppeteers’ alien customers. I
hold adverse opinions on the Gen-
eral Products hull, but they all con-
cern the dull anonymity of the de-
sign. Or maybe I resent the fact that
General Products holds a near-mon-
opoly on spacecraft hulls and isn’t
owned by human beings. But if I'd
had to trust my life to, say, the Sin-
clair yacht I'd seen in the drugstore,
I'd have chosen jail.

Jail was one of my three choices.
But I'd be there for life. Ausfaller
would see to that.

Or I could run for it in the Sky-
diver. But no world within reach
would have me, that is. Of course,
if T could find an undiscovered
Earthlike world within a week of
We Made It . . .

Fat chance. I prefered BVS-1 to
that any day.
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III

thought that flashing circle of

light was getting bigger, but it
flashed so seldom I couldn’t be sure.
BVS-1 wouldn’t show even in my
telescope. I gave that up and settled
for just waiting.

Waiting, I remembered a long-ago
summer I spent on Jinx. There were
days when, unable to go outside be-
cause a derth of clouds had spread
the land with raw blue-white sun-
light, we amused ourselves by filling
party balloons with tap water and
dropping them on the sidewalk from
three stories up. They made lovely
splash patterns — which dried out
too fast. So we put a little ink in
each balloon before fMling it. Then
the patterns stayed.

Sonya Laskin had been in her
chair when the chairs collapsed.
Blood samples showed that it was
Peter, who had struck them from
behind, like a water balloon dropped
from a great height.

What could get through a Gen-
eral Products hull?

Ten hours to fall.

I unfastened the safety net and
went for an inspection tour. The
access tunnel was three feet wide,
just right to push through in free
fall. Below me was the length of
the fusion tube; to the left, the laser
cannon; to the right, a set of curved
side tubes leading to inspection
points for the gyros, the batteries
and generator, the air plant, the
hyperspace shunt motors. All was in
order — except me. I was clumsy.
My jumps were always too short or
too long. There was no room to turn
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at the stern end, so I had to back
fifty feet to a side tube.

Six hours to go, and still I
couldn’t find the neutron star. Prob-
ably I would see it only for an in-
stant, passing at better than half the
speed of light. Already my speed
must be enormous.

Were the stars turning, blue?

Two hours to go, I was sure they
were turning blue. Was my speed
that high? Then the stars behind
should be red. Machinery blocked
the view behind me, so I used the
gyros. The ship turned with peculiar
sluggishness. And the stars behind
were blue, not red. All around me
were blue-white stars.

Imagine light falling into a savage-
ly steep gravitational well. It won’t
accelerate. Light can’t move faster
than light. But it can gain in energy,
in frequency. The light was falling
on me, harder and harder as I drop-
ped.

I told the dictaphone about it.
That dictaphone was probably the
best protected item on the ship. I
had already decided to earn my
money by using it, just as if I expect-
ed to collect. Privately I wondered
just how intense the light would
get.

Skydiver had drifted back to ver-
tical, with its axis through the neu-
tron star, but now it faced outward.
I’'d thought I had the ship stopped
horizontally. More clumsiness. I used
the gyros. Again the ship moved
mushily, until it was halfway through
the swing. Then it semed to fall au-
tomatically into place. It was as if
the Skydiver preferred to have its
axis through the neutron star.

17



I didnt like that in the least.

I tried the maneuver again, and
egain the Skydiver fought back. But
this time there was something else.
Something was pulling at me.

So I unfastened my safety net
and fell headfirst into the nose.

he pull was light, about a tenth
! of a gee. It felt more like sink-
ing through honey than falling. I
climbed back into my chair, tied
myself in with the net, now hang-
ing face down, turned on the dicta-
phone. I told my story in such nit-
picking detail that my hypothetical
listeners could not but doubt my
hypothetical sanity. “I think this is
what happened to the Laskins,” I
finished. “If the pull increases, I'll
call back.”

Think? I never doubted it. This
strange, gentle pull was inexplicable.
Something inexplicable had killed
Peter and Sonya Laskin. Q.E.D.

Around the point where the neu-
tron star must be, the stars were
like smeared dots of oilpaint, smear-
ed radially. They glared with an
angry, painful light. I hung face down
in the net and tried to think.

It was an hour before I was sure.
The pull was increasing. And I still
had an hour to fall.

Something was pulling on me, but

net on the ship.
. No, that was nonsense. What
could reach out to me through a
General Products hull? It must be
the other way around. Something
was pushing on the ship, pushing it
off course.

If it got worse I could use the
drive to compensate. Meanwhile, the
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ship was being pushed away from
BVS-1, which was fine by me.

But if I was wrong, if the ship
were not somehow being pushed
away from BVS-1, the rocket mo-
tor would send the Skydiver crash-
ing into eleven miles of neutronium.

And why wasn't the rocket al-
ready firing? If the ship was being
pushed off course, the autopilot
should be fighting back. The accele-
rometer was in good order. It had
looked fine when I made my in-
spection tour down the access tube.

Could something be pushing on
the ship and on the accelerometer,
but not on me?

It came down to the same im-
possibility. Something that could
reach through a General Products
hull.

To hell with theory, said I to my-
self, said I. I'm getting out of here.
To the dictaphone I said. “The pull
has increased dangerously. I'm go-
ing to try to alter my orbit.”

Of course, once I turned the shin
outward and used the rocket, I'd be
adding my own acceleration to the
X force. It would be a strain, but I
could stand it for awhile. If I came
within a mile of BVS-1, I'd end like
Sonya Laskin.

She must have waited face down
in a net like mine, waited without a
drive unit, waited while the pressure
rose and the net cut into her flesh,
waited until the net snapped and
dropped her into the nose, to lie
crushed and broken until the X
force tore the very chairs loose and
dropped them on her.

I hit the gyros.

The gyros weren’t strong enough
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to turn me. I tried it three times.
Bach time the ship rotated about
fifty degrees and hung there, mo-
tionless, while the whine of the gyros
went up and up. Released, the ship
immediately swung back to position.
I was nose down to the neutron star,
and I was going to stay that way.

Hwalf an hour to fall, and the X
force was over a gee. My sin-
uses were in agony. My eyes were
ripe and ready to fall out. I don’t
know if I could have stood a ciga-
rette, but I didn’t get the chance.
My pack of Fortunados had fallen
out of my pocket, when I dropped
into the nose. There it was, four
feet beyond my fingers, proof that :
the X force acted on other objects
besides me. Fascinating.

I couldn’t take any more. If it
dropped me shrieking into the neu-
tron star. I had to use the drive. And
I did. I ran the thrust up until I was
approximately in free fall. The blood
which had pooled in my extremities
went back where it belonged. The
gee dial registered one point two gee.
I cursed it for a lying robot.

The soft-pack was bobbing around
in the nose, and it occurred to me
that a little extra nudge on the throt-
tle would bring it to me. I tried
it. The pack drifted toward me, and
I reached, and like a sentient thing
it speeded up to avoid my clutching
hand. T snatched at it again as it
went past my ear, but again it was
moving too fast. That pack was
going at a hell of a clip, considering
that here I was, practically in free
fall. It dropped through the door to
the relaxation room, still picking up
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speed, blurred and vanished as it en-
tered the access tube. Seconds later
I heard a solid Thump.

But that was crazy. Already the
X force was pulling blood into my
face. I pulled my lighter out, held
it at arm’s length and let go. It fell
gently into the nose. But the pack
of Fortunados had hit like Id
dropped it from a building.

Well.

I nudged the throttle again. The
mutter of fusing hydrogen reminded
me that if I tried to keep this up all
the way, I might well put the General
Products hull to its toughest test
yet: smashing it into a neutron star
at half lightspeed. I could see it now:
a transparent hull containing only
a few cubic inches of dwarf star
matter wedged into the tip of the
nose.

At one point four gee, according
to that lying gee dial, the lighter
came loose and drifted toward me.
I let it go. It was clearly falling
when it reached the doorway. I
pulled the throttle back. The loss
of power jerked me violently for-
ward, but I kept my face turned.
The lighter slowed and hesitated at
the entrance to the access tube. De-
cided to go through. I cocked my
ears for the sound, then jumped
as the whole ship rang like a gong.

And the accelerometer was right
at the ship’s center of mass. Other-
wise the ship’s mass would have
thrown the needle off. The puppe-
teers were fiends for ten-decimal-
point accuracy.

I favored the dictaphone with a
few fast comments, then got to work
reprogramming the autopilot. Luck-
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ily what I wanted was simple. The
X force was but an X force to me,
but now I knew how it behaved. I
might actually live through this.

he stars were fiercely blue,

warped to streaked lines near
that special point. I thought I could
see it now, very small and dim
and red; but it might have been
imagination. In twenty minutes, I'd
be rounding the neutron star. The
drive grumbled behind me. In effec-
tive free fall, I unfastened the safety
net and pushed myself out of the
chair.

A gentle push aft — and ghostly
hands grasped my legs., Ten pounds
of weight hung by my fingers from
the back of the chair. The pressure
should drop fast. I'd programmed
the autopilot to reduce the thrust
from two gees to zero during the
next two minutes. All I had to do was
be at the center of mass, in the
access tube, when the thrust went
to zero.

Something gripped the ship
through a General Products hull. A
psychokinetic life form stranded on
a sun twelve miles in diameter? But
how could anything alive stand such
gravity?

Something might be stranded in
orbit. There is life in space: out-
siders and sailseeds and maybe oth-
ers we haven’t found yet. For all I
knew or cared, BVS-1 itself might
be alive. It didn’t matter. I knew
what the X force was trying to do.
It was trying to pull the ship apart.

There was no pull on my fingers.
I pushed aft and landed on the back
wall, on bent legs. I knelt over the
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door, looking aft/down. When free
fall came, I pulled myself through
and was in the relaxation room look-
ing down/forward into the nose.

Gravity was changing faster than I
liked. The X force was growing as
zero hour approached, while the
compensating rocket thrust dropped.
The X force tended to pull the ship
apart; it was two gee forward at the
nose, two gee backward at the tail
and diminished to zero at the center
of mass. Or so I hoped. The pack
and lighter had behaved as if the
force pulling them had increased
for every inch they moved stern-
ward.

The dictaphone was fifty feet be-
low, utterly unreachable. If I had
anything more to say to General
Products. I'd have to say it in per-
son. Maybe I'd get the chance. Be-
cause I knew what force was trying
to tear the ship apart.

It was the tide.

he motor was off, and I was at

the ship’s midpoint. My spread-
eagled position was getting uncom-
fortable. It was four minutes to
perihelion.

Something creaked in the cabin
below me. I, couldn’t see what it
was, but I could clearly see a red
point glaring among blue radial lines,
like a lantern at the bottom of a well.
To the sides, between the fusion
tube and the tanks and other equip-
ment, the blue stars glared at me
with a light that was almost violet.
I was afraid to look too long. I
actually thought they might blind
me.

There must have been hundreds of
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gravities in the cabin. I could even
feel the pressure change. The air
was thin at this height, one hundred
and fifty feet above the control room.

And now, almost suddenly, the red
dot was more than a dot. My time
was up. A red disc leapt up at me;
the ship swung around me; and I
gasped and shut my eyes tight. Gi-
ants’ hands gripped my ‘arms and
legs and head, gently but with great
firmness, and tried ¢o pull me in
two. In that moment it came to
me that Peter Laskin had died like
this. He’d made the same guesses I
had, and he’d tried to hide in the
access tube. But he’d slipped. As I
was slipping . . .

When I got my eyes open the red
dot was shrinking into nothing.

v

T-he puppeteer president insisted
I be put in a hospital for ob-
servation. I didn’t fight the idea. My
face and hands were flaming red,
with blisters rising, and I ached like
I'd been beaten. Rest and tender
loving care, that’s what I wanted.

I was floating between a pair of
sleeping plates, hideously uncomfort-
able, when the nurse came to an-
nounce a visitor. I knew who it was
from her peculiar expression.

“What can get through a General
Products hull?” I asked it.

“I hoped you would tell me.” The
president rested on its single back
leg, holding a stick that gave off
green, incense-smelling smoke.

“And so I will. Gravity.”

“Do not play with me, Beowulf
Shaeffer. This matter is vital.”
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“I'm not playing. Does your world
have & moon?”

“That information is classified.”
The puppeteers are cowards. No-
body knows where they come from,
and nobody is likely to find out.

“Do you know what happens
when a moon gets too close to its
primary?”

“It falls apart.”

why?”

“I do not know.”

“Tides.”

“What is a tide?”

Oho, said I to muyself, said I.
“I'm going to try to tell you. The
Earth’s moon is almost two thou-
sand miles in diameter and does not
rotate with respect to Earth. I want
you to pick two rocks on the Moon,
one at the point nearest the Earth,
one at the point furthest away.”

“Very well.”

“Now, isn’t it obvious that if
those rocks were left to themselves
they’d fall away from each other?
They’re in two different orbits, mind
you, concentric orbits, one almost
two thousand miles outside the oth-
er. Yet those rocks are forced to
move at the same orbital speed.”

“The one outside is moving faster.”

“Good point. So there is a force
trying to pull the Moon apart. Gravi-
ty holds it together. Bring the Moon
close enough to Earth, and those
two rocks would simply float away.”

“I see. Then this tide tried to pull
your ship apart. It was powerful
enough in the lifesystem of the In-
stitute ship to pull the acceleration
chairs out of their mounts.”

“And to crush a human being.
Picture it. The ship’s nose was just
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seven miles from the center of BVS-
1. The tail was three hundred feet
further out. Left to themselves they’d
have gone in completely different
orbits. My head and feet tried to
do the same thing, when I got close
enough.”

“I see. Are you moulting?”

“W‘h'at?”

“I noticed you are losing your
outer integument in spots.”

“Oh, that. 1 got a bad sunburn
from exposure to starlight.”

Two heads stared at each other
for an eyeblink. A shrug? The pup-
peteer said, “We have deposited the
remainder of your pay with the
Bank of We Made It. One Sigmund
Ausfaller, human, has frozen the
account until your taxes are com-
puted.” “Figures.”

“If you will talk to reporters now,
explaining what happened to the In-
stitute ship, we will pay you ten
thousand stars. We will pay cash so
that you may use it immediately. It
is urgent. There have been rumors.”

“Bring ’em in.” As an afterthought
I added, “I can also tell them that
your world is moonless. That should
be 'good for a footnote somewhere.”

“I do not understand.” But two
long necks had drawn back, and
the puppeteer was watching me like
a pair of pythons.

“You’d know what a tide wag if
you had a moon. You couldn’t avoid
it.”

“Would you be interested in . . .

“, .. a million stars? I'd be fas-
cinated. I'll even sign a contract if
it includes what we're hiding. How
do you like being blackmailed?”

END
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IF o Short Story

Your

Soldier Unto Death

by MICHAEL WALKER

They were Man’s greatest heroes.
They’d won a war — but now what
was there left for them to do?

On the final day of the conflict
Infantry Commander Third
Class RB-1079AX, soldier in the ser-
vice of Man, had driven a file of
heavy infantry out of western high-
lands to meet the enemy of his mas-
ters. S

Rocket-fire had long since knock-
ed out his command vehicle, and for
half a day he had fought shoulder-
to-shoulder with his soldiers, con-
tinuously alert to the dictates of
Over-Command that filled his head-
set and mechanically relaying them
to his decimated phalanx in an un-
inflected voice that had grown hoarse
with the passage of time. At length,
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Over-Command had issued orders of
termination and had closed down its
frequency, leaving him trembling
now in a sudden shock of silence,
a sticky mace swinging in his hand.
An enemy soldier-form beside him
lowered its rifle, relaxed its coils
and wriggled away through the freez-
ing mud. Around him in the twi-
light, soldiers turned against the
death-scented wind and straggled to-
ward their recovery zones.

He had known that the battle on
this planet could not last much long-
er. The end was a shock only to his
strained body — the recent trends in
the battle had forewarned his care-



fully trained mind. There had been
heavy losses. If the forces of Man
had sought retribution, the battle
might have lasted another day. But
the war had never been vindictive to
the extent that a satisfactory position
would be sacrificed to emotion.
While he was but dimly aware of

such things as emotions and of their

roles as determininates in the strategic
decisions of Men, he had suspected
from experience that the end was
near.

A little dazed, he consulted a map-
board incorporated into the
sleeve of his battle armor and turned,
stumbled northward through the in-
terminable litter of bodies. In the
offal of the day-long attrition he saw
an occasional familiar face. For some
reason he faltered and paused to look
into one.

RB-2442AY lay on his side, the
left leg below the knee crushed flat
by a tank. A medic hurried by,
halting only to spray the breastplate
of the fallen soldier with fluorescent
paint — unsalvageable. The soldier,
who had somehow withstood the
shock of his injury, took no notice.
His pain-tightened eyes passed over
his commander without recognition
or feeling. RB-1079AX watched him
for a moment more and touched the
butt of his sidearm, vaguely wonder-
ing if the damaged-soldier might not
be able to fight again, perhaps with
an artificial limb — he had fought
with him for so long. But the splash
of paint said no, and the commander
moved on.

An hour later he had collected
the tired remnant of his phalanx in
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the recovery zone and had submitted
his final status report to Over-Com-
mand, where Men listened calmly
and drew their plans for the future.
But for him the work here was
done.

Now began a time of waiting. At
first, for transportation. Later, for
the command that would send him
to another battlefield on some new
world.

Squatting in their midst, he watch-
ed the survivors quietly, listening to
the rattle of final preparation and
the cries of the salvageable wounded,
punctuated at decreasing intervals by
a muted thunder that was building
in the west. Eventually, a formation
of ships moved over the plain, slow-
ing, and in the deepening night his
transport slipped out of the sky and
touched down a kilometer away.

He marched his soldiers across the
blasted terrain and up the extend-
ed ramps, pausing for a moment to
see all of his command aboard. Over-
head, moving up from the horizon, a
chain of bright beads stretched itself
across the sky, passing among the
stars. The beads were enemy trans-
ports following on the same orbital
track, As they crossed the zenith,
each flared up briefly and slowed as
it broke orbit for planet-fall on some
battlefield on the other side of the
world. He went into the ship.

Scattered on the plain, the aban-
doned wounded let their eyes fall
beneath patient, hooded lids as the
transports rose and mounted on
columns of fire.

he windows of the small office
overlooked a flat sweep of des-
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ert that stretched uninterrupted to
a wall of hazy mountains that edged
the horizon. Nearby, the desert was
patterned with the geometric preci-
sion of maneuvering soldiers. On the
right the beginnings of a complex
of corrugated aluminum barracks
were visible.

It was very hot. The hum of air-
conditioning shut out the noises of
the base.

Major General Blackwood sat
behind a bare desk, silhouetted
against the windows. Across the desk
a small, balding man in civilian dress
sat stiffly in a straight-backed chair,
holding a plastic folder in his lap.
Between them, at the side of the
desk, a woman leaned forward
anxiously from a leather-upholstered
seat.

“We were told through normal
channels that the war had ended,
Mr. Chalmers,” the general said. “I
don’t quite see the point of your
visit.” There was a note of hostility
in his quiet voice.

Chalmers coughed and looked
toward the woman apologetically.
“Actually, General, I'm here for
something else. Terra Central sent
me out to appraise the Empress of
certain diplomatic aspects of the
peace that weé felt were too delicate
for direct broadcast. She suggested
that we take them up with you,
since you're closer to the problem,
so to speak.” He looked toward the
window meaningfully.

General Blackwood, refusing to
interpret his glance, leaned forward
slowly. “Get to the point.”

“Well, as you know, the peace is
not decisive. There was surrender on
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neither side. We’ve merely reached
a permanent understanding. In the
past year, the war became so vicious
that only complete ruin for both
us and the Kreekal could have re-
sulted from its continuance. I don’t
suppose you realize it, but the con-
flict had actually been extended from
the disputed colonial planets to the
home systems.” He fumbled in his
folder and produced a photograph,
held it carefully. “We suffered ter-
rible losses. Last month the Kreekal
struck at the Terran system with
the better part of their fleet. Earth
was saved, but to hold them off we
had to contract the system’s defen-
sive sphere drastically. Mars was
sacrificed.”

He slid the glossy print across the
desk, and the gencral picked it up
casually, looked at a brilliant yellow-
white disk set against star-flecked
blackness. He glanced from the pic-
ture to Chalmers.

“I take it this isn’t the natural
Martian albedo?”

“That isn’t reflection at all, Gen-
eral. The surface was still incandes-
cent when the picture was taken,
two days after the attack. They
blanketed the planet with hell-
bombs. Naturally, there were no
survivors. Two billion died.”

“I suppose we were avenged,” the
general said, not really wanting to
know and definitely not wanting to
know now. He had said what was
expected of him.

“We hit back at their home sys-
tem. Their sun was extinguished.”

“And that settled it, I suppose?
The rest of the war was incidental
to the conclusion — just for the
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sake of form while terms were be-
ing settled?”

“I'm sorry, General. I understand
your bitterness, but it doesn’t real-
ly matter, does it?”

General Blackwood gazed levelly
at nl_le Bmpress, realizing what was
coming, then looked back at Chal-
mers. “My army alone lost several
million soldiers during the last
weeks, Mr Chalmers, That matters
very much. Make your point.”

“The point is, damn it, that the
human race has got five billion sol-
diers on its hands with no more wars
to fight. Terra Control has ordered
that they be destroyed.”

The general nodded, looking down
at the desk. “Yes. I thought it
would come to this. But why were
yvou sent?”

“Terra Central thought an unac-
companied directive of this mature
would seem a little too arbitrary.
They thought if I delivered it, it
would . . . well . . .” Chalmers
faltered, embarrassed by what he
had to say. “They thought it would
be less inhuman, this way.”

The general laughed harshly, but
immediately regreted his cruelty. He
did not envy Chalmers’s responsibili-
ty. He became aware that the Em-
press was speaking to him.

“Can’t you .explain this to us,
General?” she asked. “Mr. Chalmers
assured us that this expedient was
necessary, but we don’t quite un-
derstand why. Why can’t the men be
deactivated and returned to civilian
life?”

The general did not reply, and
after a while Chalmers spoke for
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him. He had rehearsed it to himself
s0 many times that it mo longer
sounded convincing to him, but he
recited it meticulously. He looked
at the Empress.

“As you know, the Kreekan so-
ciety is hive-oriented. Their soldier-
forms are adapted from the vast
worker element of their community
and are conditioned to fight from
the moment of hatching. Mankind
had never faced an opposition or-
ganized along these lines, but the
very nature of the conflict demanded
that we fight them on their own
terms — that is, in land wars on
the contested planets.

“Two hundred years ago, the
worlds under the control of Terra
Central began to develop a warrior
class to match the Kreekan soldier-
forms. Great numbers of men were
needed, and each system recruited an
independent army from male in-
fants purchased at birth from their
parents.

“To meet the personnel require-
ments, virtually the entire male por-
tion of the human race has come to
be tied up in the service of Man.
They are trained from birth, and
their training consists of two parts.
The first is the complete focusing
of all emotion into a single drive
to destroy Kreekan soldier-forms,
and the second is the development of
the physical and technical prowess
necessary to implement the first. In
short, the infants are reared so
that their only feeling is one of en-
mity toward the Kreekal, and their
only skill is a propensity for destroy-
ing Kreekal. They are exact coun-
terparts of the Kreekan soldier-
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forms. They are machines designed
to serve one purpose, and with the
end of the war that purpose has
ceased to exist. They mo longer
have an object in life.” He paused,
having said what was needed. There
would be questions and objections,
but he had stated the case.

“I think we see the difficulty,”
the Empress said. “But why? Why
was this done to them?”

halmers started to answer, but
the general interrupted him —
rather bluntly, as Chalmers thought.
“Your Highness, the enemy has

a great deal in common with com-
munal insects: A small aristocracy
and a huge mindless working class.
I say mindless advisedly. Single-
minded is what I mean. They are
generated to work — or in time of
war, to Kkill. The distinction is
slight, since there’s no real emotion
involved in either. With them, wield-
ing a gun is little different from
wielding a shovel. This isn’t so with
mature men. The greater part of
training an adult human to kill has
never been the development of the
killer instinct and the killer skills
— these are always present, if lat-
ent. It has been, rather, the sup-
pression of the array of gentler in-
stincts that have been generated in
the course of a normal life: Love,
ambition, social instincts and so
forth. Getting rid of these is the
problem. And to meet the mechani-
cal animosity of the Kreekal, it
just wasn’t practical to start out with
mature men whose very way of life
bad conditioned them against war-
fare with an absolutely passionless
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adversary. It just wasn’t practical.
Hell, it wasn’t possible. We had to
start with blank slates, and we
needed a lot of them.”

But couldn’t they be retrained,
General?”

“No. They’re lost to us in that
respect, Your Highness. Naturally,
we've looked into it completely.
They’re like the survivors who are
sometimes found on colonial worlds
that were thought to have been total-
ly depopulated by disease. Abandon-
ed as infants, they grow up entirely
on their own, roaming in the wild,
and when they’re finally brought
back into the fold they can never ad-
just. Maybe they can learn a few
words — a few simple tasks — but
they remain subhuman. They never
develop social skills.”

“But these men must have social
skills already, General. They're
members of an army — they have
comrades. And they can speak.”

“The basic lack is the same,” the
general explained unhappily. “The
factor underlying meaningful so-
ciety is the sexual drive and its
fulfillment, but these men have
no sexual outlet in the ordinary
sense. Harnassing that drive has
been our greatest problem. Initially,
we had contemplated castration, but
if it’s performed early it interferes
with the physical development we re-
quire, and after maturity it’s out of
the question — the trauma would
destroy the psychological balance
we set for them from birth. Homo-
sexual outlets are even more out
of the question — we can’t afford
to have any feeling of affection de-
veloping between comrades. They
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are trained to think of each other
as they would of any other piece
of military equipment — as gears in
a mechanism of which they are a
part — and this ultimate, impersonal
rationality is all that has allowed us
to operate successfully against the
enemy.

“All that remained was to sup-
ply them with women at regular
intervals, which we do. One woman
can service a great many soldiers,
and it proved the most practical
solution. But other than a very basic
sort of tenderness toward their sex-
ual partners, emotion doesn’t enter
into the relationships. They have no
emotions. They’re incapable of any
sort of reciprocal relationship. They
don’t even recognize the females as
human. Or themselves, for that mat-
ter. We never teach their females to
speak, you know — there’s no
reason to.”

They were silent for a moment,
and when she spoke, the Em-
press gave voice to what they were
all feeling. “I think this is rather
awful, General. I don’t believe most
of us have quite realized what was
going on.”

Chalmers came to the general’s
rescue. “Precisely, Your Highness.
That’s why Terra Central didn’t send
their directive out through ordinary
channels. No one is ever to know
what has happened. God knows how
close we came to extinction in this
mess. All that saved the human
race is this terrible thing we’ve done.
That’s all in the past, now, though
— for better or worse. We're at
peace, and the new format is co-
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operation and cohabitation with the
Kreekal. Our soldiers simply could
not survive in such a context, or
even be permitted to enter it. They
can’t be taught to support thernselves,
and now that were off the war
footage we can’t afford to support
them ourselves. They lived off rav-
aged worlds in the past — where
are they to find sustenance now? We
did something terrible in creating
them, and we must do something
just as awful to dispose of them.

“There’s no possibility of beating
swords into ploughshares — not in
this case. These are not so much men
as they are weapons. They have no
versatility. Versatility was painstak-
ingly bred out of them.

“No, Your Highness. Tanks may
be converted to tractors, but the vir-
tue of this human steel is in its
temper. Any attempt to reforge it
would leave us with nothing.”

The Empress smiled gently. “Your
point is well taken, Mr. Chalmers.
But I think that in putting our ra-
tionalizations into words we tend
to become rather too picturesque.
These are human beings, after all.
Let's deal with them in human
terms.”

“I’m sorry,” Chalmers said. “What
I mean to say is that they've been
forced into the mold so tightly that
they would be shattered completely

"if their molds were removed. I don’t

think they’re psychologically equip-
ped to deal with any situation other
than the one they’re in. Certainly
they’re not capable of independent
action. They act only in response to
their superiors, and their superiors
are ultimately men.”
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“Damn it, Chalmers,” the general
snapped. “You insist on segregating
them under this absurd ‘they.” They
are men, Chalmers. Their victory
wasn’t won for your exclusive ‘us’ —
it was won for the human race. For
themselves. It’s not fair to shut them
out!” The general fell silent, realiz-
ing that he had begun to plead.

“No, it’s not fair,” Chalmers re-
plied. “But it’s necessary. Never
have so few owed so much to so
many, and yet what can we do for
them in return? We haven’t the
means to support five billion non-
productive men. Assuming they were
susceptible to retraining, we haven’t
the means to effect even that. They’re
no longer a necessity to our sur-
vival, and we have other work to
do. If we don’t destroy them, they’ll
die horribly of starvation — or
worse. You know that.”

The general said nothing.

“We need so badly to expand our
population now,” the Empress ven-
tured. “Couldn’t they take mates?
There are so many more women
than men — couldn’t the women
shoulder the load? It would just be
for one generation.”

The general shook his head. “The
soldiers have no conception of re-
production. There is no creche on
this world, and they have never seen
children. They could only serve as
stud animals, and for that there are
enough normal men.”

“But what becomes of the sol-
diers who grow too old to fight?”
she asked. “Surely you don’t liquidate
them?”

“No, Your Highness. That’s one
problem we haven’t had to face.

YOUR SOLDIER UNTO DEATH

You see, no one grows old in the
service of Man.”

She stared at the general help-
lessly. “But you say nothing in
their behalf. You're signing their
death order!” she cried desperately,
accusingly.

“I know I am,” he answered, and
there was a tightness in his voice that
made her drop her eyes in shame.

After a long moment the general
looked at Chalmers, but it was to
her that he spoke. “I’ve arranged
to have one of the soldiers drop
by. You may want to talk to him
— he’ll be in the outer office. If
you don’t mind, I'll wait here.”

nfantry Commander Third Class

RB-1079AX had been summoned
from the exercise field early in the
morning, and had been told at the
barracks to report to the general’s
quarters at noon. He had spent the
morning in unaccustomed idleness,
sitting on his bunk and listening to
the sounds that drifted in through
the open door. A half hour before
noon he had showered and dressed
in clean fatigues and now stood in
the general’s deserted staff office,
waiting.

The inner door opened, and two
strange men emerged and stopped
before him. He saluted and stood
at attention. Neither of the strangers
was in military dress, and it soon be-
came apparent that one of them was
not a Man at all, but something more
like a She. He had mever seen a
She in the company of Men before,
but from the contours of its loose,
peculiar cut tunic he could see that
its body must more nearly approxi-
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mate that of a She than that of a
Maa or a soldier. The tunic in itself
was surprising ,for he had seldom
scea @ She with clothing of any sort.
Its unclad legs were unfurred, and
there was a heavy growth of hair
on its head, neither of which was
typical of a She, but he conjectured
that it might be some sort of form
peculiar to Men — a sort of Man-
She, perhaps. He waited for infor-
mation that might confirm -his
theory.

Then, shockingly, the She looked
at him — and spoke: “What a mag-
nificent Man.”

He turned and looked, but there
was no Man in evidence. He 1ooked
at the She, puzzled, and noticed that
it was in pain. He picked up a phone
from a vacant desk and named the

hospital extension, ordered a medic

to the general’s quarters. When he
looked up, the general was beside
him.

“Sir, the She had water in its
eyes. I have asked for Medic, sir,” he
replied.

The general took the phone from
him and cancelled the order, replac-
ed the receiver. “It’s okay, Com-
mander. The She is all right.” He
walked the commander to the other
side of the room and, putting a hand
on his shoulder, spoke to him in a
low voice,, watching the others.
“Look, Commander, this She and the
Man_ with it might want to ask you
a couple of questions. They may
not be too pertinent, but just an-
swer the best you can and don’t
worry about it, huh?”

“Okay, sir,” he said.

He faced the strangers careful-
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ly. The General spoke to them,
and after a moment the She ap-
proached him,

“Who are you?” the She asked.

“Infantry Commander Third
Class RB-1079AX, soldier in the
service of man . . . sir.,”

“But what are you?”

He repeated the information.

“Yes, I see,” the She said. “You
are a soldier. Will you always be a
soldier?” Its voice was quiet.-

“Until death.” ‘

“But what would happen to you
if there were no more wars? If
there were no more enemies to
fight?”

He did not answer.

“Don’t you know that you’re a
Man?”

He did not answer.

The general stepped between them
and winked at him. “That’s all, com-
mander. You can leave now. Pick
up your routine this afternoon.”

He saluted and left the general’s
quarters.

(cHas he no dress uniform?.
asked the Empress, eager to
break the hiatus of silence that had
descended in the wake of the sol-
dier.

“There are no dress uniforms,”
the general said without expression.
“The dress uniform is a mark of
the juncture of the military and so-
cial spheres. There is no society
here.”

“I'm sorry. I thought he might
not have been intelligent enough
to . . . that is, I thought he might
not have known . . . ” She paused,
uncertain of what she had wanted
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to say. Then she simply said, “He
seemed awfully stupid.”

The general did not smile. “With
respect to intelligence, you know,
there isn’t one person in ten thou-
sand who could approach him. He is,
of course, much more clever than
any of us. I felt he would acquit
himself well.”

He beckoned to Chalmers and
turned to the Empress. “If you
would wait here for a moment, Your
Highness. I will have a word with
Mr. Chalmers.”

They went into the inner office
together.

“I suppose she represents the
typical reaction to the soldier,”
Chalmers remarked when the door
was closed. “A magnificent, pathetic
creature whose way of life offends

her sense of propriety and whose
intelligence is oriented in a way
she can’t comprehend.”

The general had not heard. “I
won’t let them die,” he whispered. It
was his duty to say it.

“The nerve gas is painless and
instantaneous,” Chalmers said, dis-
regarding the general and disregard-
ing something within himself that
echoed the general’s words. “Several
bases have already been treated. The
exterminators are orbiting a few
thousand miles out. I'll have them
come down tomorrow morning. It
will be over in a few minutes.”

“I can’t let them die.”

“Yes you can,” said Chalmers
heavily.”

“We all can. We have to.”

END
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Strange girls! Their clothes
vanished from time fo time,
and their home was—nowhere!

unching at the Red Lion on roast
beef of Old England, I glanced

out of the upstairs window and saw,
across the road, a girl in a pink suit.

A moment later I choked. A mor-
sel of meat went down the wrong
way, and for a second or two, fight-
ing for breath, eyes streaming, I
couldn’t see anything.

When I could see again she was
just a girl in a pink suit walking
along a narrow street in a quiet town,
possibly the quietest country town in
England. I went back to the roast
beef. What [ had thought I saw was
a trick of the sunlight, obviously.

Many remarkable and some impos-
sible things had been attributed to
the sun in the last month or two,
since a preternaturally hot summer
took England by surprise. A hot sum-
mer always took England by surprise.
When Byron wrote of the English
winter ending in July to recommence
in August, he wasn’t coining an epi-
gram. He was merely stating the ob-
vious.

But this year . .

In Shuteley we weren’t concerned
with things that happened in London,
Liverpool or Leeds. In places like
that anything could happen. When
we heard that three Socialist M.P.s
had turned up at the House of Com-
mons dressed in sandals and shorts,
we sniffed and decided to vote Tory
next time (as we : did anyway).

In Shutzley, however:
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The river was so low that about
four miles upstream you could walk
across, something which had never
happened before in the history of
Shuteley — which went back to the
Ark.

We had the first-ever traffic jam
in the center of town, and it was
caused by a mini-car sticking in
melted and churned-up tar.

A poacher claimed in court that
the trout he took from a pool was
not only dead, but already cooked.
Although this was agreed to be the
tale to beat all anglers’ tales, he was
discharged without a stain on his
character (except those which were
there already).

he hot summer was not, we were
told, caused by anything of any
permanent significance. Next year
the temperature would probably be
normal. A combination of factors,
said the meteorologists (and they’d
go into a wealth of detail if you gave
them half a thance) was keeping
the temperature up and the rainfall
down. Such conditions might not re-
cur for two hundred years.
Every year I could remember, and
I could remember about thirty, plus
a few more about which I had vague
childhood impressions, people had
complained about the poor summer.
Now they complained about the hot
summer.
The dining room at the Red Lion,
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directly above the bar, was the pleas-
antest room in Shuteley, and that was
probably why I nearly always lunch-
ed there, in spite of the food. It had
windows on three sides, a high roof,
oak stalls which insured quiet as well
as privacy, spotless linen and middle-
aged waitresses who afforded no pos-
sible distraction. It was the kind of
room you often find in a very old
town, not aggressively modern, not
dating back to Magna Carta—a
room which had been many things
in its time, which had been modified
and renovated and redecorated time
"and again, but never umtil it cried
out for it, which had been left alone
apart from cleaning and painting for
at least thirty years.

Also, it was never too hot. You
had to say this for solid old build-
ings — there wasn’t much they could
not keep out. I sighed as I finished
the apple tart. And I wished . ..

wasn’t old. I was thirty-three. I

was married to a pretty girl nine
years younger. As manager of an
important insurance office, I was
probably one of the three most im-
portant men in Shuteley. I had no
money worries, no health worries, no
children to worry about, no relatives
to worry -about, except Dina and a
mother in a mental home. And by
the time people are in a mental home
and so far gone that the medical staff
advises you not to visit them, there’s
certainly no point in worrying about
them. :

I was probably envied. I couldn’t
be sure, because a young boss has to
be careful. He can’t be too friendly,
or people take advantage.

SNOW WHITE AND THE GIANTS

I was pretty solitary and old be-
fore my time.

And I wished something would
happen.

I'd heard a story about the two-
year-old son of the principal English
master at the Grammar School. The
infant had been at his first kids’
party, and he didn’t like it. He was
found under the Christmas tree, cry-
ing his eyes out. Asked why, in the
middle of all the fun and games, he
wasn’t happy like everybody else, he
said: “I’m so terribly, terribly bored.”

Well, a kid like that was only re-
peating what he’d heard at home.
Poor kid, he thought it was impres-
sively grown-up to be bored.

I wasn’t two. I wasn’t bored, ex-
actly. I just wanted something to
happen, sure that when things set-
tled down afterwards they couldn’t
be worse and might easily be better.

And something happened.

II

hen the waitress said there was

a phone call for me, I was
neither surprised nor interested, even
when she said it was long-distance.

But when I picked up the phone
in the office and found the call was
from Cologne, I certainly wondered.
No senior executive of FLAG was
likely to call me from Cologne, in
such a hurry that the call had to be
put through to the Red Lion.

And when I heard Jota’s voice,
all sorts of feelings hit me all at
once. i

I hadn’t seen him for two years,
not since the row. I'd been quite glad
not to see him, naturally enough,
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and yet I had missed him. He was
my cousin. He had also been, per-
haps still was, my best friend. I was
not entirely sure I liked him, but
you don’t have to like your best
friend.

“Val,” he announced, “I'm com-
ing back.”

“Permanently?” I asked, without
wild enthusiasm.

“Hell, no. But there’s been trouble
here.”

“The usual trouble, I suppose.”

“Well, apart from that, her hus-
band’s dead. No, nothing to do with
me, of course. But she thinks . . .
anyway, I'm coming home for a
while. Can I stay with you?”

“As to that, Jota,” I said cautious-
ly, stalling, “I'm not altogether . . .
I mean —"

“Oh, that business is finished,”
said Jota airily. “Never began, really.
Still, maybe . . . I do see your point.
I could go to Gil instead. Not much
~risk of trouble there.” And he
chuckled.

Then he said: “I suppose it’s hot
in Shuteley too?”

“As Hades.”

“Anyway, it must be cooler than
it is here. I'll fly home. Expect me
some time tomorrow.”

And he hung up.

Jota and Gil Carswell and I had
been the Terrible Three of the Third
at the Grammar School. In the
Fourth, Fifth and Sixth we remained
inseparable, but only one of us re-
mained Terrible. Maturity had made
Gil morose, engulfed me in respect-
ability, and made Jota more Terrible
than ever, especially after he invent-
ed sex.
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Once Jota had been Clarence Mul-
liner, but the name was abandoned,
unwept and unsung, from the day a
science master dubbed him J.0.A.T.-
A.M.O.N., for Jack of all trades and
master of none. For about a week
he had been Joatamon, and then in
the way of nicknames, convenience
had made him Jota.

I paid my bill, crossed the road to
the office, and there I found a crowd
around old Tommy Hardcastle, who
was trying desperately to explain
something and getting nowhere.

“Break it up,” I said coldly.

Nobody budged.

“But Mr. Mathers,” said Wilma
Shelly, “he says he saw —”

“I did see her,” Tommy said ea-
gerly. “As clear as I'm seeing you,
Mr. Mathers. She was walking along
the street, right past the front door.
Not six feet from me. She had a
pink suit on —”

“And she didn’t have it on,” said
Sayell, who fancied himself as a wit
and was half right. “She was walking
along the street in the nude with a
pink suit on.”

“That’s right,” said Tommy, re-
lieved to be understood at last, and
the sniggers swelled.

A tall, thin youth from the ac-
counts department, who always
tried to settle everything to the last
decimal part of a penny, said: “She
was wearing a see-through dress,
Tommy? Lace, maybe?”

“No, it was an ordinary pink suit,
but sometimes it wasn’t there. I
mean . . . ” He floundered on, and
the kids chuckled, and for the time
being I didn’t stop them.
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I had seen the girl too. And I had
thought, just for a moment, as she
turned and glanced across the street,
that she was wearing a pink skirt
and giving away everything above
her waistband free. The impression
had been strong enough to make
me choke.

Of course in such a summer there
had been some startling sartorial
spectacles. I wouldn’t have turned a
hair if the girl had been wearing a
bikini, because all over, that sum-

mer, even in Shuteley, conventional '

ideas about when and where to wear
what had been tacitly dropped. Even
policemen were allowed to wear
shorts, and sometimes only shorts.

But long before this remarkable
summer, the world had decided it
wasn’t ready for the topless dress.
And that wasn’t all. If the girl had
been casually strolling along the
street in a topless dress, I’'d have
goggled my eyes but I wouldn’t have
choked. It was the abrupt change
before my eyes, like a piece of mont-
age in a movie, that hit me.

“Now you see it, now you don’t,”
Sayell was saying, working hard for
moere laughs.

Although that was exactly what I
was thinking myself, I came down
sharply on Sayell and the rest of
them, sending them all back to their
desks except Tommy, who went to
the door.

“I did see her,
Tommy insisted.

“Of course you did, Tommy.”

I went to my private office,
thought for a moment, shrugged, and
started work, trying not to give the
incident too much thought.

Mr. Mathers,”

SNOW WHITE AND THE GIANTS

The Shuteley branch of the Fire,
' Life and General Insurance
Company—usually known as FLAG
—was unique in its way. Shuteley,
situated in the approximate middle
of England, was a fair-sized old-
world town, yet there was only one
insurance office that counted. Ours.

This was almost entirely due to
the cunning and villainy of one Amos
Hardy, an old rogue who died in
1913 at the age of 108. As a young
man, he set up his own insurance
company in the town, with no capi-
tal and no connections. It was said
he had not been above fire-raising
in the early days when insurance
was a more adventurous business
than it is now. After 1909 every fire
insurance company had to deposit
£20,000 with the Board of Trade
before it could do business — but
by that time, having made hay while
the sun shone, the wily old scoun-
drel was making the law and not
obeying it more than he ever did.

He got such a hold on insurancz
in the town, did old Amos, that by
the time he died nobody for miles
around knew that other insurance
companies existed. Of course, his
business was eventually taken over
by FLAG, a big national firm, but
Amos had done his work so well
that even in the sixties any agent of
any other firm trying to drum up
business in Shuteley was wasting
good expense money.

That was why, in a sleepy country
town that had more of Old England
in it than most — we still had a vil-
lage green with a pump, surrounded
by timbered houses in which Queen
Elizabeth might have slept, but had
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not —there was an insurance office
the size of a young factory.

One of the girls had to go to the
bank, and I gave her a message for
Gil Carswell, who worked in the
local branch of the Midland Bank,
merely telling him that Mr. Mulliner
would be arriving the next day. .

She had just left the room when
the phone rang. My calls were vetted:
this was one I had to take. I an-
nounced myself.

“Sheila here,” said the phone,
rather starkly.

“Yes, honey?”

“Dina has locked herself in her
room.”

I didn’t manage to place the crisis,
though clearly there was one. “What
about it?” I said.

“Have you forgotten, Val,? The
electrician’s here. Mr. Jerome. He
has to get into Dina’s room.”

“Well, tell her to come out.”

Sheila sighed in exasperation.
“There is now no further competi-
tion for the silliest suggestion of the
month.”

“Well, I suppose you did tell her.
Tell her again. Make her come out.”

“Break the door down?”

I was exasperated too. “If you
have to.” )

“A great heavy teak door? With
my own fair hands? Hardly, Val. Mr.
Jerome would have to do it. And
then _”

“Yes, yes, I know.” And then it
would be all over town that Dina
Mathers had tantrums and locked
herself in and doors had to be burst
open. “What did she say,” I asked,
“when you told her to come out?”

“She said,” Sheila said evenly,
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“that she was scared of the fairies.”

“The what?”

“You heard. Last night she saw
fairies at the bottom of the garden.
So she’s staying in her room. They
may be good fairies, but she isn’t
taking any chances.”

I didn’t prolong the discussion.

“All right,” I said. “T'll come.”

heila and I got along no worse

than most imperfect marital part-
nerships. We might have got along
a lot better — Sheila certainly
thought so —but for Dina.

Dina was my kid sister, tiny, sev-
enteen, as pretty as a picture and
sunny-tempered with everyone but
Sheila. One reason why I cracked
down so hard on anyone who made
fun of Tommy Hardcastle was be-
cause, although Tommy and Dina
couldn’t be more different in every
other way, they had one thing in
common . . .

I slipped out as quietly as I could,
because it never does an office any
good when the boss goes out and
everybody knows it isn’t on business.
I took the car from the firm’s car
park and drove out past the Gram-
mar School . . .

. . . And stopped. A hundred or
so boys between thirteen and four-
teen, all wearing blue shorts, filled
the road.

The Grammar School was four
hundred years old. The school field
was a hundred yards along the road,
on the other side of it, and there was
no changing accommodation. So the
kids changed at the school, crossed
the road to the field, and came back
after sports.
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The arrangement, or lack of same,
was typical of Shuteley.

After all the boys had crossed, 1
drove past the castle across the Old
Bridge and turned into the track
which led to our Queen Anne house
about a quarter of a mile beyond
the town boundary. The track also
served a few farms farther on.

Sheila, in a paint-speckled sweater
and jeans powdered with plaster, had
evidently been tidying up after the
electrician. She was a slim 24-year-
old blonde, and I had not married
her because she was the ugliest girl
in Shuteley.

“All right,” she said grimly. ”You
shift her.”

“You didn’t . . . say anything,
honey, did you?” I asked tentatively.

She knew what I meant. “I told
her the electrician had to work in
her room, that’s all. And she talked
about fairies.”

1 sighed. Dina just couldn’t see
why I wanted Sheila around, and
never would. What did I want with
another girl when I had her? And
Sheila, though she had no deficiency
of understanding, was driven quiet-
ly desperate by the way Dina, the
moment my back was turned, be-
came mulishly, deliberately obstinate
as only a grown-up child could be.

I didn’t see Mr. Jerome, who had
found a job to do elsewhere in the
house. I went up to Dina’s room,
Sheila at my heels, and tapped on
the door.

“Dina, honey,” I said.

“Val?” came Dina’s voice, sur-
prised and slightly, but only slightly,
apprehensive. “What are you doing
home at this time?”
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“You have to come out, honey,”
I said patiently.

“No. I'm scared of the fairies.”

“Fairies don’t do you any harm.”

“How do you know?”

“Dina, you didn’t really see any-
thing at all, did you?” ,

“I saw the fairy ring. In the wood.
Didn’t Sheila tell you? I'd have told
you this morning,” only you were
gone before I got up. I thought
Sheila would have told you.”

No one could be as innocent as
Dina when she was trying to make
trouble for Sheila.

“Anyway,” I said, “you’ve got to
come out.”

A brief pause, then: “I can’t. I'm
not dressed.”

“Then get dressed.”

Triumphantly: “Sheila took all my
clothes away.”

heila’s eyes met mine. She didn’t
have to tell me that any clothes
she’d taken were to be washed.

“Come out, Dina,” I said.

There was silence.

Sheila held my gaze steadily. “This
is what I have to put up with all
day and every day,” she was saying,
without uttering a word. I didn’t say
anything either. She knew what I
was thinking too. What could a man
do? There wasn’t anywhere else Dina
could go. Our father was dead, and
our mother . . . well, to give Sheila
her due, even in our bitterest rows
she never brought up the subject of
Mary, who was in an institution, who
was the reason why Dina was the
way she was, who was the reason
why Sheila and I had no children
and never would have.
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At last the door clicked and Dina
came out. Exactly five feet, dark-
haired, she had the unsophisticated
beauty that sometimes occurs in the
feeble-minded. She also had a highly
provocative body that would create
a lot of problems soon, though they
hadn’t caused trouble yet. Not all
men could be expected to keep their
hands off such an attractive creature
simply because there was a short-
circuit in her head.

She wore a faded cotton dress far
too small for her, split down the
front and unfastened at the back,
because there was no possibility of
getting the buttons to close. Her feet
were bare.

“Now listen,” I said more harshly
than usual, “I have to get back to
work. Will you promise, Dina, word
of honor, to go to the summerhouse
and stay there till I get home again?”

“But the summerhouse is near the
wood.”

“Fairies only come out at night.
You never saw fairies in the daytime,
now, did you?”

She frowned. It was quite true
that she had never seen fairies in
the daytime.

If she gave her word she would
keep it. She was trying to figure out
a loophole that would enable her to
do what she liked without exactly
breaking a promise. If she could find
one, she’d promise.

“Word of honor?” I insisted.

“Oh, all right,” she said. “Now?”

“Now.”

She scampered downstairs, quite
content again already. She would be
able to stay in the summerhouse all
afternoon, talking to herself or play-
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ing with the dolls she had there, with-
out any feeling that she was being
confined, or even that she’d done
anything to be confined for.

On the point of telling Sheila that
Jota was coming, I decided it would
be wise to wait for a better moment.
“See you, honey,” I said and leaned
forward to peck her cheek.

She leaned back, avoiding me.
“Honey,” she said. “Everybody is
‘honey.” I'm ‘honey,” Dina’s ‘honey.’
Am I like her? Do you think of me
like her?”

I didn’t want to get involved in
anything. “Bye, Sheila,” I said and
went back to the car.

had just crossed the Old Bridge
when the engine coughed and
died.

I cursed silently. When I had left
the car in the lot I had known per-
fectly well I'd have to stop at the
filling station on my way home, and
I would have, if I hadn’t been called
out unexpectedly to deal with a do-
mestic crisis.

I was about as far from a garage
as I could be in Shuteley. The street
I was on was so narrow that plan-
ning permission for garages had been
refused, there being no room for
cars to stop and fill up. I'd have to
walk back to the office and phone
a garage to pick the car up.

I left the key in the car and started
walking. No one would touch the
car, not in Shuteley. Kids might, but
the car would be picked up before
the Grammar School came out.

In the early afternoon, on the out-
skirts of town, there was very little
traffic and few pedestrians, for there
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were no shops out here, and Shuteley
was not on the main route from any-
where important to anywhere else.
In fact, there was nobody else in
sight but one girl, and my eyes rested
on her and didnt register a thing,
because I was thinking about Dina
and Sheila and me and wondering
gloomily if there was any solution to
the age-old problem of two women
in one house.

I was also envying Jota, who got
his girls on a conveniently tempor-
ary basis (invariably stunning and
wildly cooperative girls at that) and
who got them in every country on
the map, plus a few that weren’t.

All in all, T was pretty sorry for
myself. It wasn’t my fault that my
father had married a woman who
was already close to insanity and
went closer. It wasn't my fault he
escaped the problems he had created
by dying. It wasn’t my fault Dina
was the way she was. It wasn’t my
fault Sheila and I didn’t dare have
children.

It seemed to me that my problems,
unlike those of everybody else, had
been created for me and were no
fault of mine.

Suddenly I blinked and looked
again at the girl coming toward me.
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he was not the girl in the pink

suit. Although I had seen that girl
only across the street and from a
second-story window, one thing I
was sure of was that she had blue-
black hair. This was a near-blonde
of about eighteen, wearing a green
dress. Or was she?
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At the moment, beyond all doubt,
she was. She was very tall and not
particularly attractive — just a girl
who would not as a rule attract a
second glance, unless on account of
her height.

She came level with me, not pay-
ing the slightest attention to .me. And
that must have been an act, because
when a girl passes a man goggling
at her with all three eyes, it just
isn’t possible for her not to notic:
him at all.

And as she passed me, it happene:d
again. Not the same thing — it ncver
seemed to be the same thing. This
time, side-on, I saw palely-tanned
flesh from ankles to armpit, unia-
terrupted.

When she had passed, I swung
round, of course. However, what-
ever I'd seen or thought I'd scun,
all there was to be seen now, thouga
I watched her out of sight, was a
very tall girl in an ordinary green
dress, wearing ordinary shoes. The
only thing that was slightly unusual
was that I could swear she wasn’t
wearing nylons.

She did have, too — and this was
the first time I noticed it —a certain
baffling elegance, or smartness, or
neatness. As I said, she wasn’t a
particularly pretty girl, and though
not fat, she didn’t have a sensational
figure. Yet there was something
about her that reminded me of the
difference I had vaguely sensed when
Sheila had pointed out to me a wom-
an in a Paris creation and a woman
trying hard to look as if she was in
a Paris creation.

Whatever it was that women
wanted to have when they dressed
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up, this girl had it. Even if she had
very little else to contribute.

As I walked on, for a moment
an old shadow darkened my mind.
Mentally I was normal, indeed well
above average. I'd been told after
physical and psychiatric examinations
that there was no trace of psychosis
or anything in that terrifying area,
no brain damage, no malformation.
Yet no one with a background like
mine could escape occasional grim
doubts and fears.

I dismissed the idea for a moment,
only to find it creeping back when I
remembered that the only other per-
son who had seen this kind of phe-
nomenon was Tommy. Maybe this
was something that happened only
to people like Tommy and Dina and
me.

Tommy had seen something —
once. I had seen something — twice.
And Dina had seen something. Fair-
ies, she said. Or rather, a “fairy
ring.”

Nobody else, apparently, had seen
anything.

I went back to the office, called
the Central Garage and gave in-
structions about my car. Then I
worked hard for all of an hour.

When the phone rang I answered
absently, still able to concentrate
fairly successfully on insurance —
for the last tipe in weeks.

“Val,” said Sheila, “now the elec-
trician has to get into the summer-
house.”

“Oh, hell,” I groaned.

should have known. The wiring
in our house dated back with
the rest of the house, I strongly
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suspected, to the time of Queen
Anne. I'd probably have let it be
as long as it worked, but a FLAG
executive from London, paying a
semi-social call, happened to notice
the wiring in the house and hinted
strongly that it was hardly the thing
for the local insurance manager to
have an electrical system in his own
house that constituted a greater fire
risk than a moat filled with crude
oil. So we had called in Mr, Jerome.

The cable out to the summerhouse
was probably more dangerous even
than anything in the house itself.

Obviously Sheila had already ask-
ed Dina to let the electrician in. In
childish triumph, Dina saw how to
score over Sheila after all. Dina had
promised to stay in the summerhouse
till I got back. So she’d keep her
promise. Come hell or high water,
she’d barricade herself in and stay
where she’d promised to stay.

“I can’t come again,” I said.
“Can’t he come back tomorrow?”

“He says if he doesn’t finish today
he won’t get back for a week.”

“Well, get her out,” I said in sud-
den irritation. “Don’t keep calling
me.”

“She’s your sister.”

“Sure, but you’re there and I'm
here. Surely you can outsmart some-
one like Dina?”

“Get her out, you said?” Sheila
retorted in a hard voice. “Okay.
I'll get her out. I'm bigger than she
is, and older, and much tougher. I'll
get her out. And I'm going to enjoy
it. 'm going to have the time of my
life.”

There was something vicious
about the chick as she hung up.

IF



I didn’t care. I was fed up with
Sheila and Dina. Why couldn’t either
of them, just once, in their different
ways, leave me alone? Sheila was
always with me, Dina was always
‘with me. I couldn’t settle down to
my work any morning or any after-
noon with the slightest confidence
that I wouldn’t suddenly be called
upon to deal with a Sheila problem
or a Dina problem. :

Rather wildly, I thought: why
couldn’t Sheila and Dina fight to
the death so that there would be
only one of them left? I could render
unto Sheila the things that were
Sheila’s only if Dina didn’t interfere
—and vice versa.

But could I put Dina in an insti-
tution? No. Apart from anything
else, she was too innocently reason-
able. Even if I wanted to do it, I
doubted if Dina could be certified.
She wasn’t even feeble-minded in the
usual sense. In many ways she was
quick and shrewd. In no way was
she slow. She was quite a bright
eight-year-old. Only she happened
to have a body nine years older.

Grimly I forced myself to work.
But my heart wasn’t in it.

v

usiness with an agent kept me
at the office until about seven,

and when we were through I took
him for a drink. Since he didn’t like
noisy pubs we went to the the
cocktail lounge, The Copper Beech.
The place was empty when we
entered. People going for a drink
on their way home went to the pubs.
The Copper Beech, all glass and
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chromium and plastic and inflated
prices, catered mostly for couples
and parties having a night out, from
eight o’clock onwards.

The agent gulped his beer and

departed, and I finished my pint of
bitter in more leisurely fashion. I
was downing the last drop when. a
party of kids in their late teens came
in, quietly for kids, looked around
and marched to the back.
. They were all in shorts and
blouses, and for a moment I thought
they were Grammar School seniors.
Then I saw that they were all about
eighteen or over, too old and far too
tall to be school kids. All the men
were over six feet, and the girls
not much less.

With merely a glance at them I
was rising to go. In Shuteley in sum-
mer we saw hundreds of campers,
hikers and cyclists.

Then I saw that one of the girls
was the girl in the green dress, and
another, the only one who was not
tall, had blue-black hair.

I ordered another pint and sat
down again. The bartender rapped
on a partition behind him and a
waitress in a black frock came to
attend to the new cystomers.

There were eight boys and eight
girls. They weren’t noisy, and they
evidently intended to keep strictly
to themselves, for they sat together
in a corner round one table and
only one of them spoke to the wait-
ress, giving the order. The others
didn’t even talk among themselves
until she left them. Then they started
talking and laughing like any other
kids, only more quietly, as if afraid
they’d be overheard.
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The girl I had seen wearing the
extraordinary green dress was now
clad like the others. She had not
looked at me and perhaps wouldn’t
have known me if she did, because
earlier, in the afternoon, she had
gone to a lot of trouble not to look
at me at all.

Now I saw that they weren’t ex-
actly like any other group of young
campers after all.

I wouldn’t have noticed anything
out of the ordinary if I hadn’t had
a spur to my curiosity. Nobody
else did. As it was, I saw for the
second time a curious immaculacy
which seemed to be common to them
all. Every one of these kids was a
glossy, spotless, highly-polished mo-
del of a teenage camper.

I thought about that and remem-
bered where I'd seen the same kind
of glossy unreality before.

A pretty girl really on a jungle
safari might conceivably spend
most of her time in a leopard-skin
swimsuit or a white suntop and
shorts, though it’s unlikely. But un-
like actresses in safari movies, she
simply could not go on day after
day looking as if she’d just stepped
from her dressing-room.

That was it. That was exactly it.
The boys in this group had every
hair slick in place. Their shirts were
dazzling.” There wasn’t a spot even
on their shoes. The girls weren’t in
the usual motley collectiofi of loose
sweaters, tight sweaters and rumpled
shorts. Everything anyone wore had
been made to measure, and there
wasn’t a crease to be seen among
the lot of them.
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A small thing? Certainly. A small,
impossible thing. Did these kids have
dressing-rooms right outside The
Copper Beech?

Two or three of the girls were
pretty, and one had a one-in-a-million
face. Out of any large group of girls
you could pick a dozen of more or
less uniform prettiness, attractive
through the possession of firm young
bodies and regular features, well-
shaped eyebrows, small noses, soft
mouths. But it would be a matter
of chance if, even in a hundred
thousand girls, you'd find one with
both the individuality to make her
unmistakable and unforgettable and
the beauty to go with it.

One girl had the kind of face that
could launch a thousand nuclear
submarines.

She had blue-black hair, very
white skin, and was probably the
girl who for me had started it all,
the girl in the pink suit. But I
couldn’t be sure. Apart from her
beauty, other things set her slightly
apart from the rest. She was only
about five feet four, easily the small-
est in the group. She was pale and
all the others were tanned. She might
have been a little older than the
others. She was treated with a cer-
tain slight deference. And despite
what I've becn saying about them,
she made the others look untidy.

I sipped my beer, not inviting con-
versation with the bartender, who
was busy anyway. As it happened
I'd been sitting facing the far corner
when the kids entered and could
therefore go on looking in their di-
rection without showing undue cur-
iosity.
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- I'managed to pick up a few words.

They were talking about “a duel.”
A duel, they thought, would be fun.
Some argued, said it was a crazy
idea.

Evidently they’d seen the plaque
on one of the old houses round the
green. One of the last duels in Eng-
land had been fought on the village
green, between the squire and a
wealthy traveller who both fancied
the same serving wench. Neither of
them got her. They were both fatally
wounded, and for thirty years or so
(until the incident became romantic,
quaint, something to be proud of)
the affair was hushed up.

There was some reference to
“Greg”, who was not present. (So
there were more of them). And
glances were cast at Smow White
when he was mentioned, puzzling
glances which I couldn’t fathom.

Snow White and the giants, I
thought. Snow White is the fair-
est in the land. She had blue-black
hair, too. Snow White, dwarf among
giants.

Watching as casually as I could,
I noticed something else.

Nobody smoked. And nobody
drank beer:

It makes sense not to start smok-
ing now that we know what we
know. But could you get sixteen
sensible kids all in one group?

As for the beer question . . .
quite a few of the youngsters had
soft drinks. Others had what looked
like cocktails: sherry, port, whiskey,
rum. Obviously they were not tee-
totallers.

Out of sixteen campers, surely at
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least three or four would drink beer
on a hot summer evening?

I had finished my beer again. It
was a small moment of crisis, Was
I to walk boldly up to Snow White
and the giants and say: “All is
discovered. You are not what you
seem,” or buy another beer and stay
quietly watching them?-

I did neither. I stood up to go.

And as I stood up, Snow White
glanced at me and recognized me.
1 saw it in her face, although the
moment after recognition she looked
casually - around as if she’d merely
been giving the place the once-over.

But I knew I wasn’t mistaken.

One thing was certain. That ex-
pression, half startled, half inter-
ested, had not come over her face
simply because she had seen me in
the upstairs window of the Red Lion.
For one thing, I hadn’t seen her
look up. For another, it wasn’t just
an DIve-seen-you-before-somewhere
expression.

She knew me. She hadn’t expected
to see me, but the moment she did,
she thought at once: That's Val
Mathers . . . and a lot more.

I wished I knew what the lot was.

I'd certainly have gone over and
spoken to her, but for the fifteen
giants. You don’t use the “Haven’t
we met before?” routine when the
girl has fifteen friends with her.

Instead, I went home.

s I closed the garage door after

driving home, Dina rushed up
to me. She was still in her Cinderella
dress, but her arms and legs were
swathed in bandages which she had
obviously put on herself.
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“She hit me,” Dina panted. “She
hit me and scratched me and threw
me out.”

“Now, Dina—" I began.

“She got in through a window
and pushed me and hit me and
scratched me, pulled my hair; and I
couldn’t stay in the summerhouse.”

“Forget it, Dina,” I said wearily.

“It was her fault I couldn’t keep
my promise. She —”

“Dina, I'm not interested,” I said
firmly. “You knew there was a man
working in the house. You knew he
had to get into your room and the
summerhouse later. There was no
need for any trouble if you'd done
as you were told.”

“I do what you tell me, don’t I?
You told me to stay in the summer-
house, only she wouldn’t let me.”

At that moment Sheila came round
the front of the house. She looked
at me uncertainly, ready to explain,
or fight, or refuse to say anything,
depending on my attitude.

“Dina,” 1 said, “go and get
dressed.”

“Aren’t you going to — "

“I’m not going to do anything. Go
and get dressed. Now. And no argu-
meat.”

Hurt, Dina not only went but
stayed in her room the rest of the
evening, sulking.

Sheila and I had an unusually
pleasant evening on our own for
once. I opened a bottle of Rudes-
heimer and then a bottle of Nier-
steiner, and we got pleasantly merry.

At last T thought the circumstances
were right and told Sheila that Jota
was coming back to Shuteley.

They weren’t right enough. Sheila’s
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face set hard and she said: “For
how long?”

“He didn’t say.”

“He’s not staying here.”

“No. He’s going to ask Gil —”

“If he visits this house, I'll stay
in my room till he’s gone.”

“Sheila, he promised — ”

“He promised,” she said fiercely.
She stood up and began to prowl
about, clenching and unclenching her
hands. Sheila didnt often hit the
roof, but when she did she was in-
clined to go right through it. “I
never told you why I was so wild
that time, Val. Not because Jota
made a pass at me. If a man like
him never made a pass at me, I'd
know that I'd better take up tat-
ting. Not even because he used your
trust to get me in a situation where
those horrible things could happen.
But because when you came back,
when you walked in on that ... ”

She had worked herself up to
such a pitch that for the moment
she couldn’t go on. Her color was
high, her chest was heaving, and T
thought it was a long time since I
had seen her look so marvelous.

Of course I'd never forget that
time when I found Jota quite crudely
trying to rape my wife. It had been
horrible and it had been incredible.
I’d always thought, not so much that
Jota would never touch Sheila be-
cause she was my wife as that if
he did feel it coming on, he’d tell
me. “Val, I want Sheila. I'm going
to have her.” That was Jota’s way.
I'd been afraid of that.

I'd never thought for a moment
it would happen the way it did —
Jota, having got me out of the way
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by a brazen lie, which I discovered
only because the person I was going
to see happened to meet me in the
street, fighting coarsely with his best
friend’s wife, his cousin’s wife, like
a sex criminal.

heila, under control again, broke
into my thoughts. “You were sur-
prised, weren’t you?” she said.

That was an understatement. “I
couldn’t beligve it,” I said. “But when
Idid, I—”

“Yes, we’re not talking about that.
That was all right. You threw him
about so efficiently I was quite
cheered up. Never thought you could
do that sort of thing, Val. I was
proud of you then. And I didn’t
mind seeing Jota hurt, not in the
slightest. That bit of it was fine . . .
Let’s go back a bit. You were sur-
prised.”

I waited uneasily, vaguely sensing
what she was getting at.

“You were surprised because I
was fighting,” Sheila said. “You were
astonished because I was being half
killed and still went on resisting. You
were certain that Jota merely had to
cast a lustful eye on any girl, and
she’d immediately surrender with a
sense of profound gratitude.”

Tt was true, but I couldn’t admit
it. “I never said —”

“Val, I know perfectly well what
you never said. I also know what
you did say. Afterwards, when we
had to talk, when we had to pretend
to be civilized again and work out
whether Jota was to be charged with
assault, or what — that’s when you
gave yourself away. All you were
concerned with was Jota. He had to
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promise. He had to go away. He
was the one to be convinced beyond
a shadow of doubt that nothing re-
motely like that must ever happen
again. And when he accepted all
that, you were satisfied.”

I just looked back at her. |

“Nothing about me,” she said
bleakly. “You couldn’t trust me. If
Jota tried again, next time I'd ob-
viously leap into his arms.”

“I never said —” .
- “Oh, Val, who cares what you
never said? Your whole attitude
made it a hundred per cent clear.
Jota was the one to handle somehow.
I didn’t matter at all. Whatever Jota
decided was as good as done. You
had to work on Jota. I was merely
a pawn in the game, if that.” )

I couldn’t argue convincingly, be-
cause she was working a vein of
truth. No girl ever said no to Jota.
No girl ever could. Whoever she was.
Whatever the circumstances. And it
was entirely correct that my surprise
on that horrible night had been
due largely to Sheila’s desperate re-
sistance. I frankly couldnt under-
stand that. Why had a girl who had
never resisted me resist Jota?

A diversion was available. “Why
did you wait two years to tell me
this?” 1 asked.

She sighed and sat down, crossing
her legs. All the fire had gone out
of her. She wasn’t going through
the roof this time. “Some things you
can’t take back, not ever, even if
you want to. Two years ago, we
might have been on the threshold of
a great new understanding. Now we
know we weren’t. You won’t have
children, though I ache for them.
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And Dina’s getting worse every day.”
I was grateful to her for phrasing
the problem of Dina like that.
“Dina’s getting worse every day.”
If she’d wanted to be venomous,
there were a’ thousand other things
she could have said about Dina,
seven hundred of them not unjust.
“Sheila,” 1 said, “I like you.”
She smiled faintly. “I know. You
couldn’t quite say °‘love,’ because
you're being sincere tonight. And
I put you off your stroke earlier
when I stopped saying ‘honey.” You'll
never call me ‘honey’ again. You’ll
te careful, cautious, like a good in-
surance manager, and from now on
yow'll call Dina Dina and me Sheila.”
There wasn’t much to say to that,
so I went for a brief stroll.

v

emembering Dina’s story about

fairies in the wood, I walked
down the garden, not expecting to
see anything at all.

The river Shute, meandering tor-
tuously across flat country and
through woods, half enclosed our
house in the inner walls of a W bend.
As far as I knew the house had
never been flooded, though the river
had been known to reach the gar-
den.

Behind our garden, in the apex
of thé W, was a small patch of trees
and scrub which would have been
very popular with courting couples,
but for the fact that they couldn’t
get into it. The river curved round
it, and on the land side the only en-
try was through our garden. And
we had high, thick hedges.
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It was a piece of wasteland which
was of no use to anybody. The local
landowner had tried to sell it to us,
but we didn’t want it. Anyway, as
Dina said with childish shrewdness:
“Why buy it when it’s ours any-
way?”

At the fence at the bottom of the
garden | stopped.

Was it imagination, or was there
a faint glow in the copse?

It wasn’t a fire, there was no
moon, and it could hardly be fairies
— though I now understood Dina’s
story. To her, what else could a
glow in the copse at night mean
but fairies?

I climbed the fence and advanced
slowly.

The glow was very faint and would
never have been noticed on a night
which was not completely dark. The
odd thing about it was it didn’t seem
to have a source. There was nothing
but the glow. I walked through it,
stood in the middle of it, looked in
all directions, and there was nothing
but a faint blue radiance.

I ran back to the fence, climbed
it and hurried back to the house.

Sheila was in the bedroom, in a
shortie nightdress (in this extraordin-
ary summer, most people wore less
than that at night), about to go to
bed. We had left a very important
discussion hanging in the air. But
this was something I had to share
with somebody, and Sheila was my
wife.

“Sheila,” T said breathlessly, “I
want you to come and look at some-
thing outside.”

“Where? Not in the garden, for
heaven’s sake?”
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“In the copse.”

She laughed in protest. “Like
this?”

“It’ll cool you down. And no one
can see.”

On the point of protesting further,
she saw I was deadly serious and
realized it would probably be quick-
er in the end to humor me than to
argue with me. She put on shoes and
we went down the garden.

was afraid it was going to be like

those frustrating incidents in de-
tective stories where the hero takes
the cops to the murder apartment,
only to find the body’s gone, the
signs of a struggle have been re-
moved, and even the bloodstains have
vanished.

However, as I helped Sheila over
the fence she saw the glow and sud-
denly became reluctant to go further
because she thought there was some-
thing instead of because she thouBht
there wasn’t. .

“What is it?” she whispered, mak-
ing no move forward.

“I don’t know. You do see it?”

“Of course I see it. But what is
it?”

After a moment or two she came
further into the copse with me, and
together we' tried all the things I
had already tried alone — looking
among the branches for the source
of the light, at the sky through the
leaves, at the still river beyond, under
the bushes.

Sheila’s reaction' was exactly the
opposite of mine. The less I under-
stood the glow, the more I wanted
to find out about it. More practically,
perhaps, Sheila satisfied herself that
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it was a mystery and was then quite
prepared to give up.

“Well, we've looked,” she said rea-
sonably. “There’s nothing else to see.
Whatever it is, it’s staying put. Let’s
go to bed and look in the morning.”

And that’s what we did. I wasn’t
sorry, though, that I'd made Sheila
come and look. I wasn’t imagining
things. There was a radiance in the
wood with no source. ‘

Later, Sheila wanted to talk about
something, but it wasn’t the radiance.

“I did hurt her, Val,” she said,
watching me. “I’'m bigger than she
is and a lot stronger. I thought, well,
after all, she’s a naughty kid and
she needs a lesson. I meant to beat
her up, and I thought it was going
to be fun, like that time when . ..”

She stopped, and although I had
followed her thought I said nothing.
She was thinking of that other time
when I had thrown Jota all over the
place, fighting mad, hardly knowing
what I was doing; and Sheila had
watched and been quite happy about
it, because it was me who was doing
the throwing and Jota who was being
thrown, and because of what had
happened before that.

But Dina wasn’t quite the same.

“It didn’t work?” I said.

“NO.”

“I didn’t think it would.”

“Well . .. don’t you mind? Was
I terribly wrong to do what I did?”
. “I don’t know. I don’t suppose
so. When any kid’s on the wrong
track you talk to him, try to per-
suade him, and I guess if you don’t
try giving him a good hiding you’re
missing a bet. But you can’t beat
sense into Dina.”
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“But you don’t mind?” Sheila in-
sisted.

“I don’t see that it’s anything to
do with me,” I said.

When we got to bed, more friend-
ly toward each other than for a long
time, I thought it would be a good
idea to do something about it. But
nothing happened, and Sheila made
no move, merely saying “Good
night” in a tone which seemed to
contain finality. So a chance was
lost, like a thousand others.

VI

Before breakfast next morning I
was back in the wood. Sheila
didn’t come with me. She said that
if I found anything I could tell her,
and she’d take my word for it.

I found absolutely nothing. The
copse was exactly as it has always
been, and in daylight no radiance
could be detected. By the time it
occurred to me to look for footprints
or other signs that people might have
been there recently, I'd done so much
stamping around that the search was
futile. Besides, hardly anything grew
under the trees, and the thick, springy
leaf-mold did not retain tracks well.

When T got back, Sheila merely
said: “It must have been some kind
of natural phosphorescence. One egg
or two?” ,

“Phosphorescence has a source,
like any other light,” T insisted.

“Well, look again tonight. I won-
der if Dina will be down in the next
ten minutes? It’s no use calling her,
of course.”

Nobody at the office mentioned
any unusual incidents .of the day
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before. Being the boss, T didn’t hear
the gossip. If Sally Henry, my sec-
retary, hadn’t been on holiday I

could have asked her about the morn- .

ing’s topics. Wilma Shelly, who was
standing in for her, was too junior
for me to confide in her.

I wasn’t a confident boss. I was
efficient, of course, or I'd never have
reached my present position. But I
didn’t possess the sheer self-assurance
that every good -boss has to have,
the feeling that he’s a boss by right,
the unquestioning, unquestioned con-
viction that things will always be
done his way, the right way, the only
way. ’

After an hour’s correspondence,
there was a lull, and I considered
phoning Gil Carswell. But Gil, far
less self-confident than me, had not
become the boss, and I didn’t like
to call him at the bank unless the
matter was really urgent. That was
why I'd sent the message the day
before by a girl who had to go to
the bank anyway. Gil was terrified
of the bank manager, who had al-
ways seemed singularly inoffensive.
But then, Gil was terrified of every-
body and everything.

While I was still thinking about
Gil, the phone rang. Aloud I mut-
tered: “Oh, God, not Dina again.”

It was Jota. “I’'m at London Air-
port,” he said. “Be with you this af-
ternoon sometime. Have you seen
Gil since I phoned yesterday?”

“No, but I sent him a message.”

Jota chuckled. “Of course. Mustn't
disturb him at the bank. The man-
ager would chew his ears off . . . at
any rate, such desperate liberties
must never be taken. By the way,
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is anything happening in Shuteley?”

“What would happen in Shute-
ley?” I said cautiously, wondering if
by any chance he’d heard anything.

He hadnt. “As you say. Silly
question.”

“As a matter of fact,” I said,
“there is something going on. Maybe
just a small thing, but something
. .. No, don’t ask questions. Wait till
you get here.”

“You intrigue me. Something hap-
pening in Shuteley seems like a con-
tradiction in terms. But I can wait.
Oh . . . how did Sheila take the
great news that I was coming back?”

“Unenthusiastically,” I said.

He chuckled again. “Don’t worry.
I promised. If you remember, I
never promised before.”

He rang off.

That was technically true, that he
had never promised not to make a
pass at Sheila. I wondered, however,
if anyone but Jota would have con-
sidered such a thing worth saying.
You weren’t morally entitled to stab
a man in the back because you'd
never promised not to.

As I hung up, Wilma came in. She
was breathless and rather in-
dignant. “Mr. Mathers, there’s a
young man insisting on seeing you,
and nobody but you. He looks like
a camper, and he’s . . . well, the
things he’s been saying to the girls
“Send him in,” I said. “Right
away.”

She looked surprised, but said
nothing and went out.

The door opened again and a
young Goliath entered. He wore a
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white T-shirt and shorts and was
obviously one of the giants, probably
the biggest of them all. I judged him
to be six feet seven.

He had not been one of the giants
with Snow White at The Copper
Beech.

“Val Mathers?” he said, advanc-
ing with outstretched hand. “I'm
John Smith.”

“Really?” I said politely.

“No, not really, if you insist. But
it’s as fair a name as any, isn’t it?”

“You wouldn’t by any chance be
Greg, would you?”

He dropped his hand. He was not
pleased.

“How in fisk do you know that?”
he snarled.

Not pressing my luck, I said:
“Where’s your camp, Greg?”

For a moment he simmered and
then decided to be friends again.

“In a bend on the river about a
mile upstream.”

I knew the place. It was three-
quarters of a mile beyond my house,
on the other side of the river, the
north side.

He sat down without invitation,
looked at me expectantly and said
nothing.

He was blond, very good looking,
perhaps nineteen or twenty. His ac-
cent puzzled me a little. It was not
foreign, his speeth was very clear,
and yet I had never heard anyone
speak quite like him. I had not
missed those two words fair and
fisk. The natural thing to say would
have been “as good a name as any,”
and “fisk” seemed to be a cussword.

There was nothing strange about
his shirt and shorts and shoes except
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that they fitted better than clothes
generally do and looked as if they
had just that moment been put on,
brand new. But for the giants that
was nothing strange.

He was completely at ease, and I
was therefore puzzled by his easy
manner and sudden silence — as if
he expected me to tell him why he’d
come.

“Well, Mr. Smith?” I prompted.
“Or Greg, as you like?” .

“I want to insure against catas-
trophe in Shuteley during the next
twenty-four hours,” he said coolly.

“Catastrophe?” 1 asked.

“Catastrophe.”

“In the next twenty-four hours?”

“In the next twenty-four hours.
You're remarkably up on the quick-
take, Val.”

There were lots of openings. I
chose one. “You can’t do business
under a false or incomplete name.
John Smith won’t do. Greg won'’t
do.”

or a moment, for the second
time, his eyes gleamed with a
feral light, and I knew that this man
was dangerous. He didn’t like to be
balked. Despite his easy manner, he
was liable at any moment to become
an animal. A huge, dangerous ani-
mal.

I tried another opening. “We can
always supply better rates for partic-
ular contingencies. If you wanted to
insure against flood, say —”

He grinned, all easiness and friend-
liness again. “Flood’s unlikely, isn’t
it? They tell me the river’s never
been lower.”

“Catastrophe in twenty-four hours
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in Shuteley,” 1 said, “is unlikely.
Another thing, Greg. You're over
twenty-one?”

“What about it?”

“If you’re not, there are difficul-
ties.”

“Do you sell insurance or not?”

“I don’t sell insurance, Greg. 1
arrange it, if it seems to be to the
mutual advantage of both parties.
Now, let’s see — you want to insure,
Greg? But you don’t live in Shute-
ley.”

“NO.”

“And —in the next twenty-four
hours?”

“We’'re only going to be here twen-
ty-four hours,” he said simply, “give
or take an hour or two.”

“What sort of sum have you in
mind?”

“Nothing most. A million pounds,
maybe. Perhaps two million.”

It was time, I thought, to restore
sanity to the conversation. “I'm
afraid such a transaction would hard-
ly be practicable,” I said. “Although
in theory insurance against any con-
tingency is possible, such as rain on
a certain day, failure of a crop, or
delay in a certain delivery, there are
always difficulties in definition, and
it takes time to work out policy con-
ditions. It would be quite impossible
to draw up a policy within the time
specified, to operate . . . ”

Greg was laughing, a great roaring
bellow of amusement that rattled the
windows. “Val, you sound like an
old man,” he said.

“You're not really serious about
this at all, are you?” I said thought-
fully.

He stopped laughing at once. “No.
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It was just an idea. Quite a most idea,
really . . . but as you say, hardly
practicable. I just wondered what
you'd say.”

“Who is the girl,” I said abruptly,
“whose dress disappears?”

Unsurprised, he answered: “All of
them, when they wear luxon:”

“Luxon?” )

“Well, you see, the idea is . . .
it’s one of those feminine paradoxes,
arising out of the curious way wom-
en think. If you're wearing a dress,
a perfectly decent dress, and bits of
it disappear at times, that’s all right.
Nothing indecent about it, because it
only seems to disappear. It’s really
there all the time.”

“Why does nobody drink beer?”

“We don’t like the taste. And it’s
grossing.”

“Grossing?”

“Fattening.”

“Greg, where do you come from?”

“Here.”

“Here? Maybe. But here
Shuteley.”

“Here,” he repeated blandly.

“What’s this about a duel?”

Again I had disconcerted and an-
gered him. The red animal light
flashed in his eyes.

“Nothing about a duel,” he said
shortly. “And what do you know
about it, anyway? No, never mind.”

He stood up and moved to the
door. “Sorry you won’t do a deal,
Val,” he said over his shoulder,
his composure restored. “But as you
guessed, I didn’t really think you
would. By the way, you know Gil
Carswell, don’t you?”

“Yes, but how —”

“And Clarence Mulliner?”
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“Yes. In fact—>

“In fact, he’ll arrive here at
15:10.”

He closed the door quietly behind

VII

il called me from the bank, for

the first time ever, and said:
“Val, I want to see you right away.
Come out for a drink.”

“All right,” I said. “See you in
The Copper Beech.”

“That chrome-plated morgue?”

“There won’t be anybody there.”

“I see. Right. In five minutes.”

I left the office at once to walk
to The Copper Beech.

At the door Tommy grabbed my
lapels in his eagerness to tell me
something. “She just passed again,
Mr. Mathers. If you hurry you’ll
catch up with her.”

“Thanks, Tommy,” I said, releas-
ed myself and went out into the mid-
morning sun.

Fifty yards ahead was the girl in
the pink suit. Although I could see
only her back, there was no doubt
whatever that she was Snow White.
Her slim, smoothly rolling hips were
only one of the assets of a one-in-
a-million shape to go with her one-
in a million face; it would have been
a crime to cover legs like hers with
the sheerest nylons.

One small surprise: I wouldn’t
have expected such a girl to wear the
same outfit two days running.

Since she was alone this time, I'd
bave hurried after her and stopped
her. But it wasn’t necessary. Glanc-
ing over her shoulder she saw me
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and, making no pretense that she
didn’t know me from Adam, stopped
and leaned against a lamp standard
to wait for me.

As I approached, her shoulders
were suddenly bare. This time I saw
more clearly what happened, when
it happened. Out of the corner of
my eye I still saw the lower part of
her jacket and her skirt. It was as
if my gaze had burned a hole in her
clothes.

There were a few people in the
street, and some of them were star-
ing. For the most part, however,
they seemed to be pretending that
they hadn’t noticed anything. (This
was Shuteley).

When I was ten feet away Snow
White’s jacket was complete again,
but her skirt was abbreviated 1o
playsuit length. Then she wore the
whole suit again except for a large
circular cut-out round her navel.

Cut-out wasn’t quite the right
word. Material and flesh merged in-
to each other like candlelight and
shadows.

More than her blue-black hair had
made me think of her as Smow White.
Her flesh all over—and by this
time I'd seen quite a lot of it, in
aggregate — was pale and creamy,
and in this summer that was a rare
achievement. None of the giants was
pale. Every one of them was tanned,
some lightly, some quite heavily.

She was with the giants but not
of them.

I stopped. “Hello,” I said.

She smiled.

“I'm Val Mathers,” I said, “as I
suspect you know very well.”

I scored a point with this. Her
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eyes widened, and she asked: “What
makes you say that?”

“You recognized me in the bar
last night.”

She nodded, admitting it. But she
added nothing, admitting no more.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Miranda.”

“Just Miranda?”

Her suit, oddly enough, was not
changing any more. Perhaps what
one saw depended on the angle of
vision. Moved by a spirit of experi-
ment, I stretched out my hand to
touch her waist . . .

he struck my hand hard, though

without malice. “Wait for an
invitation,” she said coolly and
turned and walked away, to my dis-
appointment. I had expected more
from the encounter.

From the back, like the other girl,
she wore perfectly normal clothes.

I found Gil in The Copper Beech.
Although the lounge was not as emp-
ty as it had been the previous eve-
ning, only half a dozen people were
there.

We sat in the corner where the
campers had sat the evening before,
and we had it to ourselves.

Gil and I were the same height and
weight and at one time had resem-
bled one another. Now he had thick
glasses and a permanent leave-me-
alone frown, and I hoped I didn’t
look remotely like him.

Gil could have done anything. That
is, he had the theoretical ability to
do almost anything. In practice he
had achieved nothing and never
would.

Being sensitive myself, I under-
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stood him better than anyone else
except possibly Barbara. But nobody
could do anything for him. He
couldn’t do anything for himself.

The slightest criticism, the merest
breath of condemnation, even meant
as a jest, deeply wounded him. He
was a bleeder. Scratch him, and he
bled for days. If he made a genuine
mistake, it took him a month to re-
cover from it. But it didn’t even have
to be genuine. Someone merely ha:
to hint that something, anything he’d
done was a stupid thing to do, and
he’d start to bleed slowly, silently.

Of course he defended himself. He
spent his life and all his vast poten-
tial defending himself against attack,
when he wasn’t being attacked.

I was nearly as sorry for him as
for myself. What was the use of be-
ing a near-genius when a casual re-
mark by an officeboy could mean a
month of misery for you?

Gil had marnied Barbara, another
moody genius, who sketched and
sculptured and wrote poetry and flat-
ly refused ever to go further than
five miles from the village green. She
had roots, apparently.

“What do you know, Val?” Gil
asked abruptly, when the waitress
had brought our beers. “What do
you think is going on?”

I took out a penny. “Let’s toss
for first innings,” I said. Gil lost,
and I put him in first.

“A gang of kids has been hang-
ing round the house,” he said. “They
seem very interested in Garry.”

Garry was Gil’s two-year-old son.
He was an only child and was going
to remain so for two excellent rea-
sons. Barbara couldn’t have any
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more children, and neither — as he
had told me one morosely drunken
night when we were both feeling sor-
ry for ourselves — could Gil.

“Can I have Dina?” he asked.
“She’d be company for Barbara.”

So that was it. “Jota’s coming,”
I reminded him. “And he wants to
stay with you.”

“With us?” Gil was astonished.
“You've got a great big house. We
only have —”

He stopped.

hey had an outside lavatory. The
wooden stairs up to their flat
were so worn that they looked as
if they’d been carved curved. The
floors creaked and were uneven.

When houses had been revalued
a year or two back, nearly every-
body’s valuation, including ours, was
doubled, at least. Gil’s had been
halved. Human beings weren’t sup-
posed to live in such conditions any
more.

Although as a bank clerk Gil
didn’t make a great deal of money,
others in his position, married with
one child, managed to live far more
comfortably. But neither Gil nor
Barbara was remotely practical. They
bought things they thought they
needed, but didn’t. They didn’t buy
things they did need.

“We can manage, I suppose,” he
said stiffly.

“You.still want Dina?”

“Yes. I have to go to work, and
Barbara’s nervous.”

“Dina won’t be much help.”

Gil shrugged impatiently. He was
always impatient when anyone didn’t
instantly understand him, even
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though he had not supplied all the
essential information.

“l don’t think they mean any
harm, the kids. Maybe they won’t
even come back. It’s just that Bar-
bara’s alone in the house all day. I
thought of Dina since she doesn’t go
out much. And if Jota’s there . .. ”

He let that hang, and I didn’t take
it off the hook. As far as we knew
Jota had only once broken trust
with either of us in that particular
way. Gil knew what had happened
— Sheila had said something to Bar-
bara. The idea of Jota making a
pass at Barbara seemed fantastic to
me, but it probably didn’t seem so
fantastic to Gil.

“All right,” I said. “I'll ask her.”

Rather surprisingly, Dina got on
quite well with both Gil and Bar-
bara. Moody geniuses don’t like com-
petition or criticism, and Dina never
gave them any.

We said no more about Jota. Bar-
bara would cling to Dina, and away
from me, away from Sheila (whom
she really trusted in a peculiar way)
Dina would stick to the one person
she knew.

“There’s something else about
those kids,” Gil said. “They came
into the bank and changed some
money. Silver into notes. I was the
only one to notice a certain very
strange thing, and for some reason
I didn’t point it out to anyone else.”

Gil felt in his pocket and produc-
ed two half-crowns, two florins, two
shillings. He made no comment, so
I examined them.

It wasn’t hard to get the point.
The half-crowns were both fairly
shiny, dated 1961. The florins were
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old and worn, dated 1935. The shill-
ings were dated 1952.

“I see what you mean,” I said.

“Do you?” He sounded skeptical.
Gil, with his inflated 1Q, could never
believe that anyone else had more
capacity for putting two and two
together than . . . well, Dina.

I looked more closely. One half-
crown had an infinitesimal scratch
across the Queen’s hair. So had the
other. The milling on the florins was
identical, particularly worn just be-
low the date.

“There were a lot more of these?”

“YeS.”

“Any notes?” I asked.

“No. Well?”

He was challenging me to reach
his own conclusion.

I said: “I know why you didn't
point this out.”

“Do you?”

“They must be forgeries, of course.
Forgeries so good they’d be hard to
detect and won’t ever be detected
now that they’re mixed with other
coins and the duplication isn’t sig-
nificant. Notes weren’t forged, or
duplicated, because the numbers
would eventually give them away.”

Gil nodded with reluctant respect.

“And why didn’t I point it out?”

“Because you’re responsible. This
might mean trouble. If you let it
go, it can’t possibly mean trouble.”

“Clever,” he sneered. “Now tell
me why it was done.”

“They needed money, so they
made it,” I said.

He sniffed, but didn’t pursue the
topic. Instead, he said: “Tell me
what you know.”
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I told him. I came last to the brief
encounter with Miranda.

His eyes gleamed.

“The ultimate in provocation,” he
said.

“What do you mean?”

“Could it be simpler? The impact
of any outfit any girl wears lasts
about five minutes. After she’s taken
off her jacket and you see the lowest
low-cut neckline you ever saw,
after you’ve had a good look, she
might as well put the jacket on.”

I must have looked unimpressed,
for he went on in a torrent of words
to develop the theme.

“Does anybody stare at the Gram-
mar School senior girls in their little
white pants, except wistful old men?
But let them put on skirts and ride
bicycles in a breeze . . . A pretty
girl peels to a bikini, and every man
on the beach stares. For a while.
Then she puts on a beach wrap,
leaves it unfastened, and they stare
again every time it falls open.”

“I never thought of that,” I said.

He gaped at me. “You never
thought of it? Ten minutes after
viewing the delectable Miranda
you've just been describing?”

“I was too busy doubting my own
sanity. But I see what you mean
now.”

And I did. Successful strippers
don’t just take their clothes off. They
tantalize. And what could be more
tantalizing than a luxon dress? What
greater inducement to look could
there be than not knowing what
you’re liable to see?

Gil had hit on a good phrase —
the ultimate in provocation.

Current fashion wasn’t anywhere
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near the ultimate in provocation. In-
deed, with untidy, too-long hair,
tight jeans and loose sweaters, long
pointed flat shoes, unnatural makeup
and too-short skirts on the wrong
girls, teenage glamor had never hit
a lower low.

This kind of thing was nothing
remotely like current fashion.

“Where are they from?” I mur-
mured. “Outer space?”

The complete absence of reaction
showed that I was not expressing
any idea completely new to Gil. And
he was the most confirmed skeptic
in Shuteley . . .

VIII

had meant to go home for lunch

and ask Dina if she’d like to go
and stay with the Carswells for a
while, but I hadn’t phoned Sheila to
warn her, and it was just as well.

As T left the office, Miranda fell
into step with me and asked: “Care
to buy me lunch?”

It was a question that needed no
answer,

I took her to the Red Lion, partly
through lack of choice and partly
because the idea of sitting opposite
her in a stall all to ourselves was
anything but unattractive.

She was not wearing the pink suit.
She wore a silvery gray dress that
didn’t disappear,” and she was still
sensational.

She must, if the camp was the
giants’ only base, have gone straight
there and come straight back.

As we sat down, I said: “I
waited.”

“For what?”
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“An invitation.”

She smiled a faint smile and said:
“This is a different kind of invita-
tion.”

“What are you going to tell me,
Miranda?” I asked.

“Why are you so sure I’'m going
to tell you anything?”

“Because the only reasons you
could have for being here with me
now are to tell me something or ask
me something. And I have a feel-
ing that I couldn’t tell you much you
don’t know.”

“There could be another.”

“Such as?”

“Interest in you. I might be curi-
ous what youre like. Anyway —
what would you like to know?”

“Where do you and your friends
come from?”

“Here,” she said, as Greg had
done.

The waitress interrupted us then,
and when she left with our order
Miranda moved back a square.

“I’ll tell you one reason why I
wanted to lunch with you, if you
like.”

“why?”

“I want you to introduce me tc
Jota.”

I might have guessed. In this
crazy business, one thing could be
expected to be unchanged — that
Snow White would instantly be
drawn to the prince.

“What do you know about Jota?”
I said.

She merely smiled and shrugged.

“Greg called him Clarence Mulli-
ner,” I observed.

She sat up quickly. “Greg? When
were you talking to Greg?”
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“This morning. He came to see
me.”

She was angry, I saw, and perhaps
afraid. It was an excellent chance,
and I hoped I'd be able to take it.
The possibility that I might be able
to play Snow White against Giant
No. 1 had not until that moment
occurred to me.

The less I said, and the more Mir-
anda said, the better.

“What did he want?” she asked
sharply.

“Amusement, I suppose. He want-
ed to insure against catastrophe here
in Shuteley in the next twenty-four
hours.”

“The vandal,” she breathed.

“Vandal?” That was interesting. It
hadn’t occurred to me that Greg
might be trying to insure against
disaster and then cause it.

“You wouldn’t understand.” ..

“Of course not. I understand very
little.”

“I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to be
rude.”

And then, with a baffling switch
that took the wind out of my sails,
she smiled and said: “It doesn’t mat-
ter anyway. Greg’s a fool, a danger-

ous, megalomaniac, irresponsible
fool . . . but it doesn’t matter.”
Rallying, I said: “Why not? Be-

cause we don’t matter? Because we
don’t live in the same country as
you? The same world? The same
dimension? The same time?”

P \/Iost inopportunely, the waitress
‘brought our soup (brown wind-
sor, of course).
When she had gone, I asked:
“How old are you, Miranda?”

SNOW WHITE AND THE GIANTS

I got the smile again, and nothing
else.

Possibly, I thought she was many,
many years older than she looked.
This close, I had an opportunity to
see that the flawlessness common to
all the young strangers was absolute.
I don’t mean that they were all hand-"
some or beautiful. But like Miranda,
they had no hair out of place, no
scars, no scratches, perfect teeth,
perfectly manicured hands. In the
heat of a summer day, she didn’t
sweat. She appeared to have no
makeup on, yet I was sure she had.
Right through history, women had
gilded the lily. Even in a different
history, I was sure they would do
the same.

I asked her:
makeup?”
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Her gray dress was at the same
time unremarkable and scarcely pos-
sible. No creases or marks. Its fit
was several degrees beyond current-
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