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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










INTRODUCTION



All through my adolescence there was very little I wanted as badly as to see a story bearing my name appear in one of the science-fiction magazines. I was not the happiest of boys — younger and for a long time smaller than most of my classmates, too bright and much too smart alecky for my own good, and — an only child — not very well equipped for the give-and-take of ordinary daily dealings with ordinary people. By no coincidence, I also was a passionate sf-f fan, a devoted reader since discovering H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine and Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea when I was ten. When I discovered the science-fiction magazines of the day — Astounding Science Fiction, Amazing Stories, Startling Stories, and the rest of that gaudy group — I began devouring them voraciously and collected all the back issues I could find.


In those days the magazines were the center of the sf world; any member of the small cult-group that called itself “fandom” who sold a story to one of the professional magazines attained an increment of instant fame and prestige that can barely be comprehended today. (Among the writers who emerged from fandom in the 1940s via those gaudy-looking magazines were such people as Ray Bradbury, Isaac Asimov, Frederik Pohl, and Arthur C. Clarke.) If I could manage somehow to sell a story, I told myself — just one story! — it would in a single stroke free me from every aspect of teenage insecurity and admit me to the adult world of achievement and community respect. Or so I believed.


And to some degree I was right, since my debut as a professional writer coincided with my transition from awkward, uncertain, maladjusted adolescent to poised and confident adult. But it didn’t happen overnight. I began writing stories when I was barely into my teens — the first, “The Last Days of Saturn,” written in collaboration with my schoolmate (and lifelong friend) Saul Diskin, must surely be one of the worst science-fiction stories ever spawned — and went on writing and submitting them to the sf magazines all through my high-school years, without the slightest success. Eventually, of course, success did come, but there were a few ironic complications along the way.


For one thing, my first sale (barring a couple of semiprofessional things) was a novel that was to be published in hard covers. You might argue that selling a book to a major New York publisher was a bigger achievement than selling a short story to a pulp magazine, and you would be correct. But I didn’t see it that way. All I saw was that the book, since it wouldn’t be sold on newsstands and thus easily available to impecunious young men, would be far less visible and impressive to my friends in fandom than, say, a short story printed in the awesomely prestigious magazine Astounding Science Fiction, which everybody read. So that book sale, significant though it was to my career, failed to transform my self-image in the way I had hoped.


But just a few weeks after the sale of that novel I did sell a story to one of the professional science-fiction magazines — in January, 1954, during my second year of college. My skills had progressed considerably by then from my “Last Days of Saturn” period. I was, in fact, at work that month on what would become the very ambitious “Road to Nightfall,” which is reprinted here to demonstrate the level of proficiency I had reached by the time I was nineteen. But it would take me another four years to find a publisher for that story. The story I did sell, there in the first month of 1954, was a much less ambitious item indeed, a slender thing called “Gorgon Planet,” which is not included here because its only value to modern readers would be, alas, as a sort of historical curiosity.


Minor tale though it was, I did manage to get not one but two editors to express a willingness to publish it. I wrote it in September, 1953 for the first sf editor I had come to know personally: Harry Harrison, who had just taken over the editorship of three magazines. That summer he had asked me to write a short article explaining sf fandom for one of his magazines — my first real professional sale, though because it was nonfiction it didn’t really count in my eyes. A few weeks later I brought him “Gorgon Planet,” which he said wasn’t quite good enough for his top-of-the-line magazine, Science Fiction Adventures, but which he was willing to publish in one of its lesser companions, Rocket Stories or Space Science Fiction. But this was not quite the long-dreamed-of first story sale, because Rocket and Space paid only on publication. A sale wasn’t a sale until the check came in; a mere editorial acceptance wasn’t enough to allow me to think of myself as having made the grade at one of the professional sf magazines.


Since Harry had said he was going to buy only North American rights, I was free to submit my story overseas — and immediately did, to Nebula Science Fiction, a pleasant, somewhat old-fashioned magazine that had begun operations in Scotland the year before. Reasoning correctly that Nebula’s youthful editor, Peter Hamilton, might be having difficulties getting stories from the better-known writers, I had begun sending him mine as soon as I learned of his magazine’s existence. He replied with rejection letters containing friendly encouragement: “If you’d like to go on trying,” he told me in July of 1953, “I’ll be only too happy to continue to advise you. If you become a big name through Nebula it will be as big a thing for me (nearly) as it will be for you.” And on January 11, 1954, he wrote to me to say, “You will be pleased to hear that I have accepted ‘Gorgon Planet,’ and it will appear in the 7th issue of Nebula.” Through Hamilton’s American agent I duly received my payment — $12.60 — and, a few weeks later, a copy of the published story itself.


So I had made a story sale, a real sale, to one of the magazines at last! But where was my instant fame, where was my sudden prestige? Nowhere, as a matter of fact, because Nebula was virtually unknown in the United States and gained me no awe whatever from my friends in fandom. I would have to wait until the story appeared in Rocket Stories or Space Science Fiction for that. And Rocket and Space went out of business almost at once, neither publishing my story nor paying me for it. To Peter Hamilton of Nebula went the glory, such as it was, of bringing Robert Silverberg’s first professionally published science fiction story into print.


All that happened half a century ago. I continued to write stories all through my college years, sold two or three more in 1954 and then broke through in 1955 with a great many acceptances all at once, and from then on have supported myself entirely as a freelance writer, concentrating primarily on science fiction and fantasy. My indefatigable bibliographer, Phil Stephensen-Payne, credits me with something like 550 published stories, though the number keeps creeping up as he and I discover still more in the archives of ephemeral magazines of the 1950s, and I suspect the real total is closer to 750. For someone whose original goal was to sell just one story, that’s a considerable overfulfillment of quota.


But even after making those 550 sales — or 650, or 750, or however many it was — I still have not lost touch with the adolescent boy within me, the one who bought those issues of Astounding Science Fiction and Thrilling Wonder Stories in the far-off 1940s and dreamed of being a writer some day, by which he meant selling a story or two to one of those magazines. Whenever I see my name on a magazine cover, he reacts with astonishment and delight. So now, looking back over my long career, bringing together a representative sampling of stories from each of the six decades — so far — in which my work has found publication, I shake my head in wonder at the way it all turned out, and give silent thanks to all (and there were plenty of them, very few of them still alive) who helped me on my way.


Robert Silverberg
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THE 1950s










THE 1950s



INTRODUCTION


The Eisenhower years: in hindsight, bland and safe. But they were also the period of the Cold War, the development of the hydrogen bomb, of the Egyptian seizure of the Suez Canal, of the Soviet crushing of the Hungarian uprising, of the launching of Sputnik, the first space satellite. I made my first story sales in 1954. Two years later I received my Bachelors degree from Columbia University, married, moved into a handsome apartment in uptown Manhattan, and was awarded a Hugo as the year’s most promising new science-fiction writer. It was, for me, a time of vast evolutionary change — a time of entry into adult life and the beginning of my writing career.










ROAD TO NIGHTFALL (1954)



INTRODUCTION


I was in my late teens, a sophomore at Columbia University, when I began sketching this story in the fall of 1953. I had, I recall, been reading “Crossing Paris,” a story by the French writer Marcel Ayme, in an old issue of Partisan Review — a literary magazine that I followed avidly in those days. It opened this way:


“The victim, already dismembered, lay in a corner of the cellar under wrappings of stained canvas. Jamblier, a little man with graying hair, a sharp profile, and feverish eyes, his belly girdled with a kitchen apron which came down to his feet, was shuffling across the concrete floor. At times he stopped short in his tracks to gaze with faintly flushed cheeks and uneasy eyes at the latch of the door. To relieve the tension of waiting, he took a mop which was soaking in an enameled bucket, and for the third time he washed the damp surface of the concrete to efface from it any last traces of blood which his butchery might have left there.…”


It sounds like the beginning of a murder mystery, or a horror story. But in fact “Crossing Paris” is about the task of transporting black-market pork by suitcase through the Nazi-occupied city. The grim, bleak atmosphere and the situational-ethics anguish of the characters affected me profoundly, and almost at once I found myself translating the story’s mood into science-fictional terms. What if I were to take Ayme’s trick opening paragraph literally? That is, assume that the “victim” is not a pig but a man, as I had thought until the story’s second page, and have the city suffering privations far more intense even than those of the war, so that cannibalism is being practiced and the illicit meat being smuggled by night through the streets is the most illicit meat of all.


I wrote the story in odd moments stolen from classwork over the next couple of months, intending to submit it to a contest one of the science-fiction magazines was running that year. A thousand-dollar prize (roughly ten thousand in modern purchasing power) was being offered for the best story of life in twenty-first century America written by a college undergraduate. For some reason I never entered the contest — missed the deadline, perhaps — but in the spring of 1954 I started sending my manuscript around to the science-fiction magazines. I was nobody at all then, an unpublished writer (although, somewhat to my own amazement, I had just had my first novel, Revolt on Alpha C, accepted and scheduled for publication in the summer of 1955.) Back the story came with great speed, just as all the fifteen or twenty other stories I had sent out over the previous six years had done. (I was about thirteen when I began submitting my stories to magazines.) When it had been to all seven or eight of the magazines that existed then, and every editor had told me how depressing, morbid, negative, and impossible to publish it was, I put it aside and wrote it off as a mistake.


A couple of years passed. I started selling my stories at a rapid clip and became, before I turned twenty-one, a well-known science-fiction writer. I was earning a nice living from my writing while still an undergraduate at Columbia.


Meanwhile, a young would-be writer from Cleveland had come to New York and moved in next door to me. His name was Harlan Ellison, and I have maintained a warm, turbulent, and indissoluble friendship with him ever since, despite enormous differences of opinion on almost everything on which it’s possible to have differing opinions. One day in 1956 I mentioned to him that I had managed to sell every story I had written except one, which no editor would touch, and he demanded to see it. Harlan read it on the spot. “Brilliant!” he said, “Magnificent!” Or words to that effect. He was indignant that such a dark masterpiece should meet with universal rejection, and he vowed to find a publisher for it. Around that time, the gentle and unworldly Hans Stefan Santesson took over the editorship of a struggling magazine called Fantastic Universe, and Harlan, telling him I had written a story too daring for any of his rivals, essentially defied him not to buy it. Hans asked for the manuscript, commented in his mild way that the story was pretty strong stuff, and, after some hesitation, ran it in the July 1958 issue of his magazine.


After all these years I find it hard to see what was so hot to handle about “Road to Nightfall.” Its theme — that the stress of life in a post-nuclear society could lead even to cannibalism — seemed to upset many of the editors who turned it down, but there was no taboo per se on the theme. (Cf. Damon Knight’s 1950 classic, “To Serve Man,” just to name one.) Most likely the protagonist’s moral collapse at the end was the problem, for most sf editors of the time preferred stories in which the central figure transcends all challenges and arrives at a triumphant conclusion to his travail. That I had never published anything at the time was a further drawback. Theodore Sturgeon or Fritz Leiber, say, might have persuaded an editor to buy a story about cannibalism, or one with a downbeat ending — but a long downbeat cannibal story by an unknown author simply had too much going against it, and even after my name had become established it still required the full force of the Ellison juggernaut to win it a home.


To me it still seems like a pretty good job, especially for a writer who was a considerable distance short of his twentieth birthday. It moves along, it creates character and action and something of a plot, it gets its not-extremely-original point across effectively. If I had been an editor looking at this manuscript back then, I would certainly have thought its writer showed some promise.










Road to Nightfall



The dog snarled, and ran on. Katterson watched the two lean, fiery-eyed men speeding in pursuit, while a mounting horror grew in him and rooted him to the spot. The dog suddenly bounded over a heap of rubble and was gone; its pursuers sank limply down, leaning on their clubs, and tried to catch their breath.


“It’s going to get much worse than this,” said a small, grubby-looking man who appeared from nowhere next to Katterson. “I’ve heard the official announcement’s coming today, but the rumor’s been around for a long time.”


“So they say,” answered Katterson slowly. The chase he had just witnessed still held him paralyzed. “We’re all pretty hungry.”


The two men who had chased the dog got up, still winded, and wandered off. Katterson and the little man watched their slow retreat.


“That’s the first time I’ve ever seen people doing that,” said Katterson. “Out in the open like that —”


“It won’t be the last time,” said the grubby man. “Better get used to it, now that the food’s gone.”


Katterson’s stomach twinged. It was empty, and would stay that way till the evening’s food dole. Without the doles, he would have no idea of where his next bite of food would come from. He and the small man walked on through the quiet street, stepping over the rubble, walking aimlessly with no particular goal in mind. “My name’s Paul Katterson,” he said finally. “I live on 47th Street. I was discharged from the Army last year.”


“Oh, one of those,” said the little man. They turned down 15th Street. It was a street of complete desolation; not one prewar house was standing, and a few shabby tents were pitched at the far end of the street. “Have you had any work since your discharge?”


Katterson laughed. “Good joke. Try another.”


“I know. Things are tough. My name is Malory; I’m a merchandiser.”


“What do you merchandise?”


“Oh…useful products.” Katterson nodded. Obviously Malory didn’t want him to pursue the topic, and he dropped it. They walked on silently, the big man and the little one, and Katterson could think of nothing but the emptiness in his stomach. Then his thoughts drifted to the scene of a few minutes before, the two hungry men chasing a dog. Had it come to that so soon? Katterson asked himself. What was going to happen, he wondered, as food became scarcer and scarcer and finally there was none at all?


But the little man was pointing ahead. “Look,” he said. “Meeting at Union Square.”


Katterson squinted and saw a crowd starting to form around the platform reserved for public announcements. He quickened his pace, forcing Malory to struggle to keep up with him.


A young man in military uniform had mounted the platform and was impassively facing the crowd. Katterson looked at the jeep nearby, automatically noting it was the 2036 model, the most recent one, eighteen years old. After a minute or so the soldier raised his hand for silence, and spoke in a quiet, restrained voice.


“Fellow New Yorkers, I have an official announcement from the Government. Word has just been received from Trenton Oasis —”


The crowd began to murmur. They seemed to know what was coming.


“Word has just been received from Trenton Oasis that, due to recent emergency conditions there, all food supplies for New York City and environs will be temporarily cut off. Repeat: due to recent emergency in the Trenton Oasis, all food supplies for New York and environs will temporarily be cut off.”


The murmuring in the crowd grew to an angry, biting whisper as each man discussed this latest turn of events with the man next to him. This was hardly unexpected news; Trenton had long protested the burden of feeding helpless, bombed-out New York, and the recent flood there had given them ample opportunity to squirm out of their responsibility. Katterson stood silent, towering over the people around him, finding himself unable to believe what he was hearing. He seemed aloof, almost detached, objectively criticizing the posture of the soldier on the platform, counting his insignia, thinking of everything but the implications of the announcement, and trying to fight back the growing hunger.


The uniformed man was speaking again. “I also have this message from the Governor of New York, General Holloway: he says that attempts at restoring New York’s food supply are being made, and that messengers have been dispatched to the Baltimore Oasis to request food supplies. In the meantime the Government food doles are to be discontinued effective tonight, until further notice. That is all.”


The soldier gingerly dismounted from the platform and made his way through the crowd to his jeep. He climbed quickly in and drove off. Obviously he was an important man, Katterson decided, because jeeps and fuel were scarce items, not used lightly by anyone and everyone.


Katterson remained where he was and turned his head slowly, looking at the people round him — thin, half-starved little skeletons, most of them, who secretly begrudged him his giant frame. An emaciated man with burning eyes and a beak of a nose had gathered a small group around himself and was shouting some sort of harangue. Katterson knew of him — his name was Emerich, and he was the leader of the colony living in the abandoned subway at 14th Street. Katterson instinctively moved closer to hear him, and Malory followed.


“It’s all a plot!” the emaciated man was shouting. “They talk of an emergency in Trenton. What emergency? I ask you, what emergency? That flood didn’t hurt them. They just want to get us off their necks by starving us out, that’s all! And what can we do about it? Nothing. Trenton knows we’ll never be able to rebuild New York, and they want to get rid of us, so they cut off our food.”


By now the crowd had gathered round him. Emerich was popular; people were shouting their agreement, punctuating his speech with applause.


“But will we starve to death? We will not!”


“That’s right, Emerich!” yelled a burly man with a beard.


“No,” Emerich continued, “we’ll show them what we can do. We’ll scrape up every bit of food we can find, every blade of grass, every wild animal, every bit of shoe-leather. And we’ll survive, just the way we survived the blockade and the famine of ’47 and everything else. And one of these days we’ll go out to Trenton and — and — roast them alive!”


Roars of approval filled the air. Katterson turned and shouldered his way through the crowd, thinking of the two men and the dog, and walked away without looking back. He headed down Fourth Avenue, until he could no longer hear the sounds of the meeting at Union Square, and sat down wearily on a pile of crushed girders that had once been the Garden Monument.


He put his head in his hands and sat there. The afternoon’s events had numbed him. Food had been scarce as far back as he could remember — the twenty-four years of war with the Spherists had just about used up every resource of the country. The war had dragged on and on. After the first rash of preliminary bombings, it had become a war of attrition, slowly grinding the opposing spheres to rubble.


Somehow Katterson had grown big and powerful on hardly any food, and he stood out wherever he went. The generation of Americans to which he belonged was not one of size or strength — the children were born undernourished old men, weak and wrinkled. But he had been big, and he had been one of the lucky ones chosen for the Army. At least there he had been fed regularly.


Katterson kicked away a twisted bit of slag, and saw little Malory coming down Fourth Avenue in his direction. Katterson laughed to himself, remembering his Army days. His whole adult life had been spent in a uniform, with soldier’s privileges. But it had been too good to last; two years before, in 2052, the war had finally dragged to a complete standstill, with the competing hemispheres both worn to shreds, and almost the entire Army had suddenly been mustered out into the cold civilian world. He had been dumped into New York, lost and alone.


“Let’s go for a dog-hunt,” Malory said, smiling, as he drew near.


“Watch your tongue, little man. I might just eat you if I get hungry enough.”


“Eh? I thought you were so shocked by two men trying to catch a dog.”


Katterson looked up. “I was,” he said. “Sit down, or get moving, but don’t play games,” he growled. Malory flung himself down on the wreckage near Katterson.


“Looks pretty bad,” Malory said.


“Check,” said Katterson. “I haven’t eaten anything all day.”


“Why not? There was a regular dole last night, and there’ll be one tonight.”


“You hope,” said Katterson. The day was drawing to a close, he saw, and evening shadows were falling fast. Ruined New York looked weird in twilight; the gnarled girders and fallen buildings seemed ghosts of long-dead giants.


“You’ll be even hungrier tomorrow,” Malory said. “There isn’t going to be any dole, any more.”


“Don’t remind me, little man.”


“I’m in the food-supplying business, myself,” said Malory, as a weak smile rippled over his lips.


Katterson picked up his head in a hurry.


“Playing games again?”


“No,” Malory said hastily. He scribbled his address on a piece of paper and handed it to Katterson. “Here. Drop in on me any time you get really hungry. And — say, you’re a pretty strong fellow, aren’t you? I might even have some work for you, since you say you’re unattached.”


The shadow of an idea began to strike Katterson. He turned so he faced the little man, and stared at him.


“What kind of work?”


Malory paled. “Oh, I need some strong men to obtain food for me. You know,” he whispered.


Katterson reached over and grasped the small man’s thin shoulders. Malory winced. “Yes, I know,” Katterson repeated slowly. “Tell me, Malory,” he said carefully. “What sort of food do you sell?”


Malory squirmed. “Why — why — now look, I just wanted to help you, and —”


“Don’t give me any of that.” Slowly Katterson stood up, not releasing his grip on the small man. Malory found himself being dragged willy-nilly to his feet. “You’re in the meat business, aren’t you, Malory? What kind of meat do you sell?”


Malory tried to break away. Katterson shoved him with a contemptuous half-open fist and sent him sprawling back into the rubble-heap. Malory twisted away, his eyes wild with fear, and dashed off down 13th Street into the gloom. Katterson stood for a long time watching him retreat, breathing hard and not daring to think. Then he folded the paper with Malory’s address on it and put it in his pocket, and walked numbly away.


Barbara was waiting for him when he pressed his thumb against the doorplate of his apartment on 47th Street an hour later.


“I suppose you’ve heard the news,” she said as he entered. “Some spic-and-span lieutenant came by and announced it down below. I’ve already picked up our dole for tonight, and that’s the last one. Hey — anything the matter?” She looked at him anxiously as he sank wordlessly into a chair.


“Nothing, kid. I’m just hungry — and a little sick to my stomach.”


“Where’d you go today? The Square again?”


“Yeah. My usual Thursday afternoon stroll, and a pleasant picnic that turned out to be. First I saw two men hunting a dog — they couldn’t have been much hungrier than I am, but they were chasing this poor scrawny thing. Then your lieutenant made his announcement about the food. And then a filthy meat peddler tried to sell me some ‘merchandise’ and give me a job.”


The girl caught her breath. “A job? Meat? What happened? Oh, Paul —”


“Stow it,” Katterson told her. “I knocked him sprawling and he ran away with his tail between his legs. You know what he was selling? You know what kind of meat he wanted me to eat?”


She lowered her eyes. “Yes, Paul.”


“And the job he had for me — he saw I’m strong, so he would have made me his supplier. I would have gone out hunting in the evenings. Looking for stragglers to be knocked off and turned into tomorrow’s steaks.”


“But we’re so hungry, Paul — when you’re hungry that’s the most important thing.”


“What?” His voice was the bellow of an outraged bull. “What? You don’t know what you’re saying, woman. Eat before you go out of your mind completely. I’ll find some other way of getting food, but I’m not going to turn into a bloody cannibal. No longpork for Paul Katterson.”


She said nothing. The single light-glow in the ceiling flickered twice.


“Getting near shut-off time. Get the candles out, unless you’re sleepy,” he said. He had no chronometer, but the flickering was the signal that eight-thirty was approaching. At eight-thirty every night electricity was cut off in all residence apartments except those with permission to exceed normal quota.


Barbara lit a candle. “Paul, Father Kennon was back here again today.”


“I’ve told him not to show up here again,” Katterson said from the darkness of his corner of the room.


“He thinks we ought to get married, Paul.”


“I know. I don’t.”


“Paul, why are you —”


“Let’s not go over that again. I’ve told you often enough that I don’t want the responsibility of two mouths to feed when I can’t even manage keeping my own belly full. This is the best — each of us on our own.”


“But children, Paul —”


“Are you crazy tonight?” he retorted. “Would you dare to bring a child into this world? Especially now that we’ve even lost the food from Trenton Oasis? Would you enjoy watching him slowly starve to death in all this filth and rubble, or maybe growing up into a hollow-cheeked little skeleton? Maybe you would. I don’t think I’d care to.”


He was silent. She sat watching him, sobbing quietly.


“We’re dead, you and I,” she finally said. “We won’t admit it, but we’re dead. This whole world is dead — we’ve spent the last thirty years committing suicide. I don’t remember as far back as you do, but I’ve read some of the old books, about how clean and new and shiny this city was before the war. The war! All my life, we’ve been at war, never knowing who we were fighting and why. Just eating the world apart for no reason at all.”


“Cut it, Barbara,” Katterson said. But she went on in a dead monotone. “They tell me America once went from coast to coast, instead of being cut up into little strips bordered by radioactive no-man’s-lands. And there were farms, and food, and lakes and rivers, and men flew from place to place. Why did this have to happen? Why are we all dead? Where do we go now, Paul?”


“I don’t know, Barbara. I don’t think anyone does.” Wearily, he snuffed out the candle, and the darkness flooded in and filled the room.


Somehow he had wandered back to Union Square again, and he stood on 14th Street, rocking gently back and forth on his feet and feeling the lightheadedness which is the first sign of starvation. There were just a few people in the streets, morosely heading for whatever destinations claimed them. The sun was high overhead, and bright.


His reverie was interrupted by the sound of yells and an unaccustomed noise of running feet. His Army training stood him in good stead as he dove into a gaping trench and hid there, wondering what was happening.


After a moment he peeked out. Four men, each as big as Katterson himself, were roaming up and down the now deserted streets. One was carrying a sack.


“There’s one,” Katterson heard the man with the sack yell harshly. He watched without believing as the four men located a girl cowering near a fallen building.


She was a pale, thin, ragged-looking girl, perhaps twenty at the most, who might have been pretty in some other world. But her cheeks were sunken and coarse, her eyes dull and glassy, her arms bony and angular.


As they drew near she huddled back, cursing defiantly, and prepared to defend herself. She doesn’t understand, Katterson thought. She thinks she’s going to be attacked.


Perspiration streamed down his body, and he forced himself to watch, kept himself from leaping out of hiding. The four marauders closed in on the girl. She spat, struck out with her clawlike hand.


They chuckled and grabbed her clutching arm. Her scream was suddenly ear-piercing as they dragged her out into the open. A knife flashed; Katterson ground his teeth together, wincing, as the blade struck home.


“In the sack with her, Charlie,” a rough voice said.


Katterson’s eyes steamed with rage. It was his first view of Malory’s butchers — at least, he suspected it was Malory’s gang. Feeling the knife at his side, in its familiar sheath, he half-rose to attack the four meat-raiders, and then, regaining his sense, he sank back into the trench.


So soon? Katterson knew that cannibalism had been spreading slowly through starving New York for many years, and that few bodies of the dead ever reached their graves intact — but this was the first time, so far as he knew, that raiders had dragged a living human being from the streets and killed her for food. He shuddered. The race for life was on, then.


The four raiders disappeared in the direction of Third Avenue, and Katterson cautiously eased himself from the trench, cast a wary eye in all directions, and edged into the open. He knew he would have to be careful; a man his size carried meat for many mouths.


Other people were coming out of the buildings now, all with much the same expression of horror on their faces. Katterson watched the marching skeletons walking dazedly, a few sobbing, most of them past the stage of tears. He clenched and unclenched his fists, angry, burning to stamp out this spreading sickness and knowing hopelessly that it could not be done.


A tall thin man with chiseled features was on the speaker’s platform now. His voice was choked with anger.


“Brothers, it’s out in the open now. Men have turned from the ways of God, and Satan has led them to destruction. Just now you witnessed four of His creatures destroy a fellow mortal for food — the most terrible sin of all.


“Brothers, our time on Earth is almost done. I’m an old man — I remember the days before the war, and, while some of you won’t believe it, I remember the days when there was food for all, when everyone had a job, when these crumpled buildings were tall and shiny and streamlined, and the skies teemed with jets. In my youth I traveled all across this country, clear to the Pacific. But the war has ended all that, and it’s God’s hand upon us. Our day is done, and soon we’ll all meet our reckoning.


“Go to God without blood on your hands, brothers. Those four men you saw today will burn forever for their crime. Whoever eats the unholy meat they butchered today will join them in Hell. But listen a moment, brothers, listen! Those of you who aren’t lost yet, I beg you: save yourselves! Better to go without food at all, as with this kind of new food, the most precious meat of all.”


Katterson stared at the people around him. He wanted to end all this; he had a vision of a crusade for food, a campaign against cannibalism, banners waving, drums beating, himself leading the fight. Some of the people had stopped listening to the old preacher, and some had wandered off. A few were smiling and hurtling derisive remarks at the old man, but he ignored them.


“Hear me! Hear me, before you go. We’re all doomed anyway; the Lord has made that clear. But think, people — this world will shortly pass away, and there is the greater world to come. Don’t sign away your chance for eternal life, brothers! Don’t trade your immortal soul for a bite of tainted meat!”


The crowd was melting away, Katterson noted. It was dispersing hastily, people quickly edging away and disappearing. The preacher continued talking. Katterson stood on tip-toes and craned his neck past the crowd and stared down toward the east. His eyes searched for a moment, and then he paled. Four ominous figures were coming with deliberate tread down the deserted street.


Almost everyone had seen them now. They were walking four abreast down the center of the street, the tallest holding an empty sack. People were heading hastily in all directions, and as the four figures came to the corner of 14th Street and Fourth Avenue only Katterson and the preacher still stood at the platform.


“I see you’re the only one left, young man. Have you defiled yourself, or are you still of the Kingdom of Heaven?”


Katterson ignored the question. “Old man, get down from there!” he snapped. “The raiders are coming back. Come on, let’s get out of here before they come.”


“No. I intend to talk to them when they come. But save yourself, young man, save yourself while you can.”


“They’ll kill you, you old fool,” Katterson whispered harshly.


“We’re all doomed anyway, son. If my day has come, I’m ready.”


“You’re crazy,” Katterson said. The four men were within speaking distance now. Katterson looked at the old man for one last time and then dashed across the street and into a building. He glanced back and saw he was not being followed.


The four raiders were standing under the platform, listening to the old man. Katterson couldn’t hear what the preacher was saying, but he was waving his arms as he spoke. They seemed to be listening intently. Katterson stared. He saw one of the raiders say something to the old man, and then the tall one with the sack climbed up on the platform. One of the others tossed him an unsheathed knife.


The shriek was loud and piercing. When Katterson dared to look out again, the tall man was stuffing the preacher’s body into the sack. Katterson bowed his head. The trumpets began to fade; he realized that resistance was impossible. Unstoppable currents were flowing.


Katterson plodded uptown to his apartment. The blocks flew past as he methodically pulled one foot after another, walking the two miles through the rubble and deserted, ruined buildings. He kept one hand on his knife and darted glances from right to left, noting the furtive scurryings in the sidestreets, the shadowy people who were not quite visible behind the ashes and the rubble. Those four figures, one with the sack, seemed to lurk behind every lamppost, waiting hungrily.


He cut into Broadway, taking a shortcut through the stump of the Parker Building. Fifty years before, the Parker Building had been the tallest in the Western world; its truncated stump was all that remained. Katterson passed what had once been the most majestic lobby in the world, and stared in. A small boy sat on the step outside, gnawing a piece of meat. He was eight or ten; his stomach was drawn tight over his ribs, which showed through like a basket. Choking down his revulsion, Katterson wondered what sort of meat the boy was eating.


He continued on. As he passed 44th Street, a bony cat skittered past him and disappeared behind a pile of ashes. Katterson thought of the stories he had heard of the Great Plains, where giant cats were said to roam unmolested, and his mouth watered.


The sun was sinking low again, and New York was turning dull gray and black. The sun never really shone in late afternoon any more; it snaked its way through the piles of rubble and cast a ghostly glow on the ruins of New York. Katterson crossed 47th Street and turned down toward his building.


He made the long climb to his room — the elevator’s shaft was still there, and the frozen elevator, but such luxuries were beyond dream — and stood outside for just a moment, searching in the darkness for the doorplate. There was the sound of laughter from within, a strange sound for ears not accustomed to it, and a food-smell crept out through the door and hit him squarely. His throat began to work convulsively, and he remembered the dull ball of pain that was his stomach.


Katterson opened the door. The food-odor filled the little room completely. He saw Barbara look up suddenly, white-faced, as he entered. In his chair was a man he had met once or twice, a scraggly-haired, heavily bearded man named Heydahl.


“What’s going on?” Katterson demanded.


Barbara’s voice was strangely hushed. “Paul, you know Olaf Heydahl, don’t you? Olaf, Paul?”


“What’s going on?” Katterson repeated.


“Barbara and I have just been having a little meal, Mr. Katterson,” Heydahl said, in a rich voice. “We thought you’d be hungry, so we saved a little for you.”


The smell was overpowering, and Katterson felt it was all he could do to keep from foaming at the lips. Barbara was wiping her face over and over again with the napkin; Heydahl sat contentedly in Katterson’s chair.


In three quick steps Katterson crossed to the other side of the room and threw open the doors to the little enclosed kitchenette. On the stove a small piece of meat sizzled softly. Katterson looked at the meat, then at Barbara.


“Where did you get this?” he asked. “We have no money.”


“I — I —”


“I bought it,” Heydahl said quietly. “Barbara told me how little food you had, and since I had more than I wanted I brought over a little gift.”


“I see. A gift. No strings attached?”


“Why, Mr. Katterson! Remember I’m Barbara’s guest.”


“Yes, but please remember this is my apartment, not hers. Tell me, Heydahl — what kind of payment do you expect for this — this gift? And how much payment have you had already?”


Heydahl half-rose in his chair. “Please, Paul,” Barbara said hurriedly. “No trouble, Paul. Olaf was just trying to be friendly.”


“Barbara’s right, Mr. Katterson,” Heydahl said, subsiding. “Go ahead, help yourself. You’ll do yourself some good, and you’ll make me happy too.”


Katterson stared at him for a moment. The half-light from below trickled in over Heydahl’s shoulder, illuminating his nearly bald head and his flowing beard. Katterson wondered just how Heydahl’s cheeks managed to be quite so plump.


“Go ahead,” Heydahl repeated. “We’ve had our fill.”


Katterson turned back to the meat. He pulled a plate from the shelf and plopped the piece of meat on it, and unsheathed his knife. He was about to start carving when he turned to look at the two others.


Barbara was leaning forward in her chair. Her eyes were staring wide, and fear was shining deep in them. Heydahl, on the other hand, sat comfortably in Katterson’s chair, with a complacent look on his face that Katterson had not seen on anyone’s features since leaving the Army.


A thought hit him suddenly and turned him icy-cold. “Barbara,” he said, controlling his voice, “what kind of meat is this? Roast beef or lamb?”


“I don’t know, Paul,” she said uncertainly. “Olaf didn’t say what —”


“Maybe roast dog, perhaps? Filet of alley cat? Why didn’t you ask Olaf what was on the menu. Why don’t you ask him now?”


Barbara looked at Heydahl, then back at Katterson.


“Eat it, Paul. It’s good, believe me — and I know how hungry you are.”


“I don’t eat unlabeled goods, Barbara. Ask Mr. Heydahl what kind of meat it is, first.”


She turned to Heydahl. “Olaf —”


“I don’t think you should be so fussy these days, Mr. Katterson,” Heydahl said. “After all, there are no more food doles, and you don’t know when meat will be available again.”


“I like to be fussy, Heydahl. What kind of meat is this?”


“Why are you so curious? You know what they say about looking gift-horses in the mouth, heh heh.”


“I can’t even be sure this is horse, Heydahl. What kind of meat is it?” Katterson’s voice, usually carefully modulated, became a snarl. “A choice slice of fat little boy? Maybe a steak from some poor devil who was in the wrong neighborhood one evening?”


Heydahl turned white.


Katterson took the meat from the plate and hefted it for a moment in his hand. “You can’t even spit the words out, either of you. They choke in your mouths. Here — cannibals!”


He hurled the meat hard at Barbara; it glanced off the side of her cheek and fell to the floor. His face was flaming with rage. He flung open the door, turned, and slammed it again, rushing blindly away. The last thing he saw before slamming the door was Barbara on her knees, scurrying to pick up the piece of meat.


Night was dropping fast, and Katterson knew the streets were unsafe. His apartment, he felt, was polluted; he could not go back to it. The problem was to get food. He hadn’t eaten in almost two days. He thrust his hands in his pocket and felt the folded slip of paper with Malory’s address on it, and, with a wry grimace, realized that this was his only source of food and money. But not yet — not so long as he could hold up his head.


Without thinking he wandered toward the river, toward the huge crater where, Katterson had been told, there once had been the United Nations buildings. The crater was almost a thousand feet deep; the United Nations had been obliterated in the first bombing, back in 2028. Katterson had been just one year old then, the year the War began. The actual fighting and bombing had continued for the next five or six years, until both hemispheres were scarred and burned from combat, and then the long war of attrition had begun. Katterson had turned eighteen in 2045 — nine long years ago, he reflected — and his giant frame made him a natural choice for a soft Army post. In the course of his Army career he had been all over the section of the world he considered his country — the patch of land bounded by the Appalachian radioactive belt on one side, by the Atlantic on the other. The enemy had carefully constructed walls of fire partitioning America into a dozen strips, each completely isolated from the next. An airplane could cross from one to another, if there were any left. But science, industry, technology, were dead, Katterson thought wearily, as he stared without seeing at the river. He sat down on the edge of the crater and dangled his feet.


What had happened to the brave new world that had entered the twenty-first century with such proud hopes? Here he was, Paul Katterson, probably one of the strongest and tallest men in the country, swinging his legs over a great devastated area, with a gnawing pain in the pit of his stomach. The world was dead, the shiny streamlined world of chrome plating and jet planes. Someday, perhaps, there would be new life. Someday.


Katterson stared at the waters beyond the crater. Somewhere across the seas there were other countries, broken like the rest. And somewhere in the other direction were rolling plains, grass, wheat, wild animals, fenced off by hundreds of miles of radioactive mountains. The War had eaten up the fields and pastures and livestock, had ground all mankind under.


He got up and started to walk back through the lonely street. It was dark now, and the few gaslights cast a ghostly light, like little eclipsed moons. The fields were dead, and what was left of mankind huddled in the blasted cities, except for the lucky ones in the few Oases scattered by chance through the country. New York was a city of skeletons, each one scrabbling for food, cutting corners and hoping for tomorrow’s bread.


A small man bumped into Katterson as he wandered unseeing. Katterson looked down at him and caught him by the arm. A family man, he guessed, hurrying home to his hungry children.


“Excuse me, sir,” the little man said, nervously, straining to break Katterson’s grip. The fear was obvious on his face; Katterson wondered if the worried little man thought this giant was going to roast him on the spot.


“I won’t hurt you,” Katterson said. “I’m just looking for food, Citizen.”


“I have none.”


“But I’m starving,” Katterson said. “You look like you have a job, some money. Give me some food and I’ll be your bodyguard, your slave, anything you want.”


“Look, fellow, I have no food to spare. Ouch! Let go of my arm!”


Katterson let go, and watched the little man go dashing away down the street. People always ran away from other people these days, he thought. Malory had made a similar escape.


The streets were dark and empty. Katterson wondered if he would be someone’s steak by morning, and he didn’t really care. His chest itched suddenly, and he thrust a grimy hand inside his shirt to scratch. The flesh over his pectoral muscles had almost completely been absorbed, and his chest was bony to the touch. He felt his stubbly cheeks, noting how tight they were over his jaws.


He turned and headed uptown, skirting around the craters, climbing over the piles of rubble. At 50th Street a Government jeep came coasting by and drew to a stop. Two soldiers with guns got out.


“Pretty late for you to be strolling, Citizen,” one soldier said.


“Looking for some fresh air.”


“That all?”


“What’s it to you?” Katterson said.


“Not hunting some game too, maybe?”


Katterson lunged at the soldier. “Why, you little punk —”


“Easy, big boy,” the other soldier said, pulling him back. “We were just joking.”


“Fine joke,” Katterson said. “You can afford to joke — all you have to do to get food is wear a monkey suit. I know how it is with you Army guys.”


“Not any more,” the second soldier said.


“Who are you kidding?” Katterson said. “I was a Regular Army man for seven years until they broke up our outfit in ’52. I know what’s happening.”


“Hey — what regiment?”


“306th Exploratory, soldier.”


“You’re not Katterson, Paul Katterson?”


“Maybe I am,” Katterson said slowly. He moved closer to the two soldiers. “What of it?”


“You know Mark Leswick?”


“Damned well I do,” Katterson said. “But how do you know him?”


“My brother. Used to talk of you all the time — Katterson’s the biggest man alive, he’d say. Appetite like an ox.”


Katterson smiled. “What’s he doing now?”


The other coughed. “Nothing. He and some friends built a raft and tried to float to South America. They were sunk by the Shore Patrol just outside the New York Harbor.”


“Oh. Too bad. Fine man, Mark. But he was right about that appetite. I’m hungry.”


“So are we, fellow,” the soldier said. “They cut off the soldier’s dole yesterday.”


Katterson laughed, and the echoes rang in the silent street. “Damn them anyway! Good thing they didn’t pull that when I was in the service; I’d have told them off.”


“You can come with us, if you’d like. We’ll be off duty when this patrol is over, and we’ll be heading downtown.”


“Pretty late, isn’t it? What time is it? Where are you going?”


“It’s quarter to three,” the soldier said, looking at his chronometer. “We’re looking for a fellow named Malory; there’s a story he has some food for sale, and we just got paid yesterday.” He patted his pocket smugly.


Katterson blinked. “You know what kind of stuff Malory’s selling?”


“Yeah,” the other said. “So what? When you’re hungry, you’re hungry, and it’s better to eat than starve. I’ve seen some guys like you — too stubborn to go that low for a meal. But you’ll give in, sooner or later, I suppose. I don’t know — you look stubborn.”


“Yeah,” Katterson said, breathing a little harder than usual. “I guess I am stubborn. Or maybe I’m not hungry enough yet. Thanks for the lift, but I’m afraid I’m going uptown.”


And he turned and trudged off into the darkness.


There was only one friendly place to go.


Hal North was a quiet, bookish man who had come in contact with Katterson fairly often, even though North lived almost four miles uptown, on 114th Street.


Katterson had a standing invitation to come to North at any time of day or night, and, having no place else to go, he headed there. North was one of the few scholars who still tried to pursue knowledge at Columbia, once a citadel of learning. They huddled together in the crumbling wreck of one of the halls, treasuring moldering books and exchanging ideas. North had a tiny apartment in an undamaged building on 114th Street, and he lived surrounded by books and a tiny circle of acquaintances.


Quarter to three, the soldier said. Katterson walked swiftly and easily, hardly noticing the blocks as they flew past. He reached North’s apartment just as the sun was beginning to come up, and he knocked cautiously on the door. One knock, two, then another a little harder.


Footsteps within. “Who’s there?” in a tired, high-pitched voice.


“Paul Katterson,” Katterson whispered. “You awake?”


North slid the door open. “Katterson! Come on in. What brings you up here?”


“You said I could come whenever I needed to. I need to.” Katterson sat down on the edge of North’s bed. “I haven’t eaten in two days, pretty near.”


North chuckled. “You came to the right place, then. Wait — I’ll fix you some bread and oleo. We still have some left.”


“You sure you can spare it, Hal?”


North opened a cupboard and took out a loaf of bread, and Katterson’s mouth began to water. “Of course, Paul. I don’t eat much anyway, and I’ve been storing most of my food doles. You’re welcome to whatever’s here.”


A sudden feeling of love swept through Katterson, a strange, consuming emotion which seemed to enfold all mankind for a moment, then withered and died away. “Thanks, Hal. Thanks.”


He turned and looked at the tattered, thumb-stained book lying open on North’s bed. Katterson let his eye wander down the tiny print and read softly aloud.




“The emperor of the sorrowful realm was there,


Out of the girding ice he stood breast-high


And to his arm alone the giants were


Less comparable than to a giant I.”





North brought a little plate of food over to where Katterson was sitting. “I was reading that all night,” he said. “Somehow I thought of browsing through it again, and I started it last night and read till you came.”


“Dante’s Inferno,” Katterson said. “Very appropriate. Someday I’d like to look through it again too. I’ve read so little, you know; soldiers don’t get much education.”


“Whenever you want to read, Paul, the books are still here.” North smiled, a pale smile on his wan face. He pointed to the bookcase, where grubby, frayed books leaned at all angles. “Look, Paul: Rabelais, Joyce, Dante, Enright, Voltaire, Aeschylus, Homer, Shakespeare. They’re all here, Paul, the most precious things of all. They’re my old friends; those books have been my breakfasts and my lunches and my suppers many times when no food was to be had for any price.”


“We may be depending on them alone, Hal. Have you been out much these days?”


“No,” North said. “I haven’t been outdoors in over a week. Henriks has been picking up my food doles and bringing them here, and borrowing books. He came by yesterday — no, two days ago — to get my volume of Greek tragedies. He’s writing a new opera, based on a play of Aeschylus.”


“Poor crazy Henriks,” Katterson said. “Why does he keep on writing music when there’s no orchestras, no records, no concerts? He can’t even hear the stuff he writes.”


North opened the window and the morning air edged in. “Oh, but he does, Paul. He hears the music in his mind, and that satisfies him. It doesn’t really matter; he’ll never live to hear it played.”


“The doles have been cut off,” Katterson said.


“I know.”


“The people out there are eating each other. I saw a woman killed for food yesterday — butchered just like a cow.”


North shook his head and straightened a tangled, whitened lock. “So soon? I thought it would take longer than that, once the food ran out.”


“They’re hungry, Hal.”


“Yes, they’re hungry. So are you. In a day or so my supply up here will be gone, and I’ll be hungry too. But it takes more than hunger to break down the taboo against eating flesh. Those people out there have given up their last shred of humanity now; they’ve suffered every degradation there is, and they can’t sink any lower. Sooner or later we’ll come to realize that, you and I, and then we’ll be out there hunting for meat too.”


“Hal!”


“Don’t look so shocked, Paul.” North smiled patiently. “Wait a couple of days, till we’ve eaten the bindings of my books, till we’re finished chewing our shoes. The thought turns my stomach, too, but it’s inevitable. Society’s doomed; the last restraints are breaking now. We’re more stubborn than the rest, or maybe we’re just fussier about our meals. But our day will come too.”


“I don’t believe it,” Katterson said, rising.


“Sit down. You’re tired, and you’re just a skeleton yourself now. What happened to my big, muscular friend Katterson? Where are his muscles now?” North reached up and squeezed the big man’s biceps. “Skin, bones, what else? You’re burning down, Paul, and when the spark is finally out you’ll give in too.”


“Maybe you’re right, Hal. As soon as I stop thinking of myself as human, as soon as I get hungry enough and dead enough, I’ll be out there hunting like the rest. But I’ll hold out as long as I can.”


He sank back on the bed and slowly turned the yellowing pages of Dante.


Henriks came back the next day, wild-eyed and haggard, to return the book of Greek plays, saying the times were not ripe for Aeschylus. He borrowed a slim volume of poems by Ezra Pound. North forced some food on Henriks, who took it gratefully and without any show of diffidence. Then he left, staring oddly at Katterson.


Others came during the day — Komar, Goldman, de Metz — all men who, like Henriks and North, remembered the old days before the long war. They were pitiful skeletons, but the flame of knowledge burned brightly in each of them. North introduced Katterson to them, and they looked wonderingly at his still-powerful frame before pouncing avidly on the books.


But soon they stopped coming. Katterson would stand at the window and watch below for hours, and the empty streets remained empty. It was now four days since the last food had arrived from Trenton Oasis. Time was running out.


A light snowfall began the next day, and continued throughout the long afternoon. At the evening meal North pulled his chair over to the cupboard, balanced precariously on its arm, and searched around in the cupboard for a few moments. Then he turned to Katterson.


“I’m even worse off than Mother Hubbard,” he said. “At least she had a dog.”


“Huh?”


“I was referring to an incident in a children’s book,” North said. “What I meant was we have no more food.”


“None?” Katterson asked dully.


“Nothing at all.” North smiled faintly. Katterson felt the emptiness stirring in his stomach, and leaned back, closing his eyes.


Neither of them ate at all the next day. The snow continued to filter lightly down. Katterson spent most of the time staring out the little window, and he saw a light, clean blanket of snow covering everything in sight. The snow was unbroken.


The next morning Katterson arose and found North busily tearing the binding from his copy of the Greek plays. With a sort of amazement Katterson watched North put the soiled red binding into a pot of boiling water.


“Oh, you’re up? I’m just preparing breakfast.”


The binding was hardly palatable, but they chewed it to a soft pulp anyway, and swallowed the pulp just to give their tortured stomachs something to work on. Katterson retched as he swallowed his final mouthful.


One day of eating bookbindings.


“The city is dead,” Katterson said from the window without turning around. “I haven’t seen anyone come down this street yet. The snow is everywhere.”


North said nothing.


“This is crazy, Hal,” Katterson said suddenly. “I’m going out to get some food.”


“Where?”


“I’ll walk down Broadway and see what I can find. Maybe there’ll be a stray dog. I’ll look. We can’t hold out forever up here.”


“Don’t go, Paul.”


Katterson turned savagely. “Why? Is it better to starve up here without trying than to go down and hunt? You’re a little man; you don’t need food as much as I do. I’ll go down to Broadway; maybe there’ll be something. At least we can’t be any worse off than now.”


North smiled. “Go ahead, then.”


“I’m going.”


He buckled on his knife, put on all the warm clothes he could find, and made his way down the stairs. He seemed to float down, so lightheaded was he from hunger. His stomach was a tight hard knot.


The streets were deserted. A light blanket of snow lay everywhere, mantling the twisted ruins of the city. Katterson headed for Broadway, leaving tracks in the unbroken snow, and began to walk downtown.


At 96th Street and Broadway he saw his first sign of life, some people at the following corner. With mounting excitement he headed for 95th Street, but pulled up short.


There was a body sprawled over the snow, newly dead. And two boys of about twelve were having a duel to the death for its possession, while a third circled warily around them. Katterson watched them for a moment, and then crossed the street and walked on.


He no longer minded the snow and the solitude of the empty city. He maintained a steady, even pace, almost the tread of a machine. The world was crumbling fast around him, and his recourse lay in his solitary trek.


He turned back for a moment and looked behind him. There were his footsteps, the long trail stretching back and out of sight, the only marks breaking the even whiteness. He ticked off the empty blocks.


90th. 87th. 85th. At 84th he saw a blotch of color on the next block, and quickened his pace. When he got to close range, he saw it was a man lying on the snow. Katterson trotted lightly to him and stood over him.


He was lying face-down. Katterson bent and carefully rolled him over. His cheeks were still red; evidently he had rounded the corner and died just a few minutes before. Katterson stood up and looked around. In the window of the house nearest him, two pale faces were pressed against the pane, watching greedily.


He whirled suddenly to face a small, swarthy man standing on the other side of the corpse. They stared for a moment, the little man and the giant. Katterson noted dimly the other’s burning eyes and set expression. Two more people appeared, a ragged woman and a boy of eight or nine. Katterson moved closer to the corpse and made a show of examining it for identification, keeping a wary eye on the little tableau facing him.


Another man joined the group, and another. Now there were five, all standing silently in a semi-circle. The first man beckoned, and from the nearest house came two women and still another man. Katterson frowned; something unpleasant was going to happen.


A trickle of snow fluttered down. The hunger bit into Katterson like a red-hot knife as he stood there uneasily waiting for something to happen. The body lay fencelike between them.


The tableau dissolved into action in an instant. The small swarthy man made a gesture and reached for the corpse; Katterson quickly bent and scooped the dead man up. Then they were all around him, screaming and pulling at the body.


The swarthy man grabbed the corpse’s arm and started to tug, and a woman reached up for Katterson’s hair. Katterson drew up his arm and swung as hard as he could, and the small man left the ground and flew a few feet, collapsing into a huddled heap in the snow.


All of them were around him now, snatching at the corpse and at Katterson. He fought them off with his one free hand, with his feet, with his shoulders. Weak as he was and outnumbered, his size remained as a powerful factor. His fist connected with someone’s jaw and there was a rewarding crack; at the same time he lashed back with his foot and felt contact with breaking ribs.


“Get away!” he shouted. “Get away! This is mine! Away!” The first woman leaped at him, and he kicked at her and sent her reeling into the snowdrifts. “Mine! This is mine!”


They were even more weakened by hunger than he was. In a few moments all of them were scattered in the snow except the little boy, who came at Katterson determinedly, made a sudden dash, and leaped on Katterson’s back.


He hung there, unable to do anything more than cling. Katterson ignored him and took a few steps, carrying both the corpse and the boy, while the heat of battle slowly cooled inside him. He would take the corpse back uptown to North; they could cut it in pieces without much trouble. They would live on it for days, he thought. They would —


He realized what had happened. He dropped the corpse and staggered a few steps away, and sank down into the snow, bowing his head. The boy slipped off his back, and the little knot of people timidly converged on the corpse and bore it off triumphantly, leaving Katterson alone.


“Forgive me,” he muttered hoarsely. He licked his lips nervously, shaking his head. He remained there kneeling for a long time, unable to get up.


“No, no forgiveness. I can’t fool myself; I’m one of them now,” he said. He arose and stared at his hands, and then began to walk. Slowly, methodically, he trudged along, fumbling with the folded piece of paper in his pocket, knowing now that he had lost everything.


The snow had frozen in his hair, and he knew his head was white from snow — the head of an old man. His face was white too. He followed Broadway for a while, then cut to Central Park West. The snow was unbroken before him. It lay covering everything, a sign of the long winter setting in.


“North was right,” he said quietly to the ocean of white that was Central Park. He looked at the heaps of rubble seeking cover beneath the snow. “I can’t hold out any longer.” He looked at the address — Malory, 218 West 42nd Street — and continued onward, almost numb with the cold.


His eyes were narrowed to slits, and lashes and head were frosted and white. Katterson’s throat throbbed in his mouth, and his lips were clamped together by hunger. 70th Street, 65th. He zigzagged and wandered, following Columbus Avenue, Amsterdam Avenue for a while. Columbus, Amsterdam — the names were echoes from a past that had never been.


What must have been an hour passed, and another. The streets were empty. Those who were left stayed safe and starving inside, and watched from their windows the strange giant stalking alone through the snow. The sun had almost dropped from the sky as he reached 50th Street. His hunger had all but abated now; he felt nothing, knew just that his goal lay ahead. He faced forward, unable to go anywhere but ahead.


Finally 42nd Street, and he turned down toward where he knew Malory was to be found. He came to the building. Up the stairs, now, as the darkness of night came to flood the streets. Up the stairs, up another flight, another. Each step was a mountain, but he pulled himself higher and higher.


At the fifth floor Katterson reeled and sat down on the edge of the steps, gasping. A liveried footman passed, his nose in the air, his green coat shimmering in the half-light. He was carrying a roasted pig with an apple in its mouth on a silver tray. Katterson lurched forward to seize the pig. His groping hands passed through it, and pig and footman exploded like bubbles and drifted off through the silent halls.


Just one more flight. Sizzling meat on a stove, hot, juicy, tender meat filling the hole where his stomach had once been. He picked up his legs carefully and set them down, and came to the top at last. He balanced for a moment at the top of the stairs, nearly toppled backwards but seized the banister at the last second, and then pressed forward.


There was the door. He saw it, heard loud noises coming from behind it. A feast was going on, a banquet, and he ached to join in. Down the hall, turn left, pound on the door.


Noise growing louder.


“Malory! Malory! It’s me, Katterson, big Katterson! I’ve come to you! Open up, Malory!”


The handle began to turn.


“Malory! Malory!”


Katterson sank to his knees in the hall and fell forward on his face when the door opened at last.










THE MACAULEY CIRCUIT (1955)



INTRODUCTION


This one was written in June of 1955, right on the eve of the real beginning of my career as a professional science-fiction writer. I was still a Columbia undergraduate then, having just finished my junior year, but I had managed to meet most of the magazine editors and had received considerable encouragement from them, and in just another few weeks would be making my first flurry of consistent story sales, enough to convince me that I would be able to sustain a career as a full-time writer.


Like most of my stories at that time this one made its modest way from editor to editor, descending from the top-paying markets to those further down the pecking order, and early in 1956 was bought, for a glorious $40, by Leo Margulies, the publisher of Fantastic Universe, who was beginning to accept my work with some regularity. He ran it in the August 1956 issue. It’s not a masterpiece, no: I wasn’t really up to turning out a lot of masterpieces when I was twenty years old. But it stands up pretty well, I think — an intelligent consideration of some of the problems that the still virtually unborn computer age was likely to bring. When you read it, please bear in mind that computers, in 1955, were still considered experimental technology — “thinking machines” or “electronic brains” is what they were generally called then — and musical synthesizers existed only in the pages of science fiction.


There’s a nice irony — one of the many pleasures of having had a long career — in this story’s later history. I have survived to see the cumbersome “electronic brains” of 1955 evolve into the ubiquitous personal computers of our own era, and to see the publishing industry begin to migrate from the print media to the various electronic formats. In 1997, one of the pioneering electronic-publishing companies asked me for the rights to some of my stories for Internet distribution. I included “The Macauley Circuit” in the package, not without some misgivings about how today’s computer-savvy readers, most of whom had not even been born when I wrote the story, would react to its quaintly archaic view of how computers and synthesizers would work. Evidently the story wasn’t as quaint as I thought. Through all the years since it first became available to on-line readers, it has been one of the top three bestselling stories on that web site.










The Macauley Circuit



I don’t deny I destroyed Macauley’s diagram; I never did deny it, gentlemen. Of course I destroyed it, and for fine, substantial reasons. My big mistake was in not thinking the thing through at the beginning. When Macauley first brought me the circuit, I didn’t pay much attention to it — certainly not as much as it deserved. That was a mistake, but I couldn’t help myself. I was too busy coddling old Kolfmann to stop and think what the Macauley circuit really meant.


If Kolfmann hadn’t shown up just when he did, I would have been able to make a careful study of the circuit and, once I had seen all the implications, I would have put the diagram in the incinerator and Macauley right after it. This is nothing against Macauley, you understand; he’s a nice, clever boy, one of the finest minds in our whole research department. That’s his trouble.


He came in one morning while I was outlining my graph for the Beethoven Seventh that we were going to do the following week. I was adding some ultrasonics that would have delighted old Ludwig — not that he would have heard them, of course, but he would have felt them — and I was very pleased about my interpretation. Unlike some synthesizer-interpreters, I don’t believe in changing the score. I figure Beethoven knew what he was doing, and it’s not my business to patch up his symphony. All I was doing was strengthening it by adding the ultrasonics. They wouldn’t change the actual notes any, but there’d be that feeling in the air which is the great artistic triumph of synthesizing.


So I was working on my graph. When Macauley came in I was choosing the frequencies for the second movement, which is difficult because the movement is solemn but not too solemn. Just so. He had a sheaf of paper in his hand, and I knew immediately that he’d hit on something important, because no one interrupts an interpreter for something trivial.


“I’ve developed a new circuit, sir,” he said. “It’s based on the imperfect Kennedy Circuit of 2261.”


I remembered Kennedy — a brilliant boy, much like Macauley here. He had worked out a circuit which almost would have made synthesizing a symphony as easy as playing a harmonica. But it hadn’t quite worked — something in the process fouled up the ultrasonics and what came out was hellish to hear — and we never found out how to straighten things out. Kennedy disappeared about a year later and was never heard from again. All the young technicians used to tinker with his circuit for diversion, each one hoping he’d find the secret. And now Macauley had.


I looked at what he had drawn, and then up at him. He was standing there calmly, with a blank expression on his handsome, intelligent face, waiting for me to quiz him.


“This circuit controls the interpretative aspects of music, am I right?”


“Yes, sir. You can set the synthesizer for whatever aesthetic you have in mind, and it’ll follow your instructions. You merely have to establish the aesthetic coordinates — the work of a moment — and the synthesizer will handle the rest of the interpretation for you. But that’s not exactly the goal of my circuit, sir,” he said gently, as if to hide from me the fact that he was telling me I had missed his point. “With minor modifications —”


He didn’t get a chance to tell me, because at that moment Kolfmann came dashing into my studio. I never lock my door, because for one thing no one would dare come in without good and sufficient reason, and for another my analyst pointed out to me that working behind locked doors has a bad effect on my sensibilities, and reduces the aesthetic potentialities of my interpretations. So I always work with my door unlocked and that’s how Kolfmann got in. And that’s what saved Macauley’s life, because if he had gone on to tell me what was on the tip of his tongue I would have regretfully incinerated him and his circuit right then and there.


Kolfmann was a famous name to those who loved music. He was perhaps eighty now, maybe ninety, if he had a good gerontologist, and he had been a great concert pianist many years ago. Those of us who knew something about presynthesizer musical history knew his name as we would that of Paganini or Horowitz or any other virtuoso of the past, and regarded him almost with awe.


Only all I saw now was a tall, terribly gaunt old man in ragged clothes who burst through my door and headed straight for the synthesizer, which covered the whole north wall with its gleaming complicated bulk. He had a club in his hand thicker than his arm, and he was about to bash it down on a million credits’ worth of cybernetics when Macauley effortlessly walked over and took it away from him. I was still too flabbergasted to do much more than stand behind my desk in shock.


Macauley brought him over to me and I looked at him as if he were Judas.


“You old reactionary,” I said. “What’s the idea? You can get fined for wrecking a cyber — or didn’t you know that?”


“My life is ended anyway,” he said in a thick, deep, guttural voice. “It ended when your machines took over music.”


He took off his battered cap and revealed a full head of white hair. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and his face was speckled with stiff-looking white stubble.


“My name is Gregor Kolfmann,” he said. “I’m sure you have heard of me.”


“Kolfmann, the pianist?”


He nodded, pleased despite everything. “Yes, Kolfmann, the former pianist. You and your machine have taken away my life.”


Suddenly all the hate that had been piling up in me since he burst in — the hate any normal man feels for a cyberwrecker — melted, and I felt guilty and very humble before this old man. As he continued to speak, I realized that I — as a musical artist — had a responsibility to old Kolfmann. I still think that what I did was the right thing, whatever you say.


“Even after synthesizing became the dominant method of presenting music,” he said, “I continued my concert career for years. There were always some people who would rather see a man play a piano than a technician feed a tape through a machine. But I couldn’t compete forever.” He sighed. “After a while anyone who went to live concerts was called a reactionary, and I stopped getting bookings. I took up teaching for my living. But no one wanted to learn to play the piano. A few have studied with me for antiquarian reasons, but they are not artists, just curiosity-seekers. They have no artistic drive. You and your machine have killed art.”


I looked at Macauley’s circuit and at Kolfmann, and felt as if everything were dropping on me at once. I put away my graph for the Beethoven, partly because all the excitement would make it impossible for me to get anywhere with it today and partly because it would only make things worse if Kolfmann saw it. Macauley was still standing there, waiting to explain his circuit to me. I knew it was important, but I felt a debt to old Kolfmann, and I decided I’d take care of him before I let Macauley do any more talking.


“Come back later,” I told Macauley. “I’d like to discuss the implications of your circuit, as soon as I’m through talking to Mr. Kolfmann.”


“Yes, sir,” Macauley said, like the obedient puppet a technician turns into when confronted by a superior, and left. I gathered up the papers he had given me and put them neatly at a corner of my desk. I didn’t want Kolfmann to see them, either, though I knew they wouldn’t mean anything to him except as symbols of the machine he hated.


When Macauley had gone I gestured Kolfmann to a plush pneumo-chair, into which he settled with the distaste for excess comfort that is characteristic of his generation. I saw my duty plainly — to make things better for the old man.


“We’d be glad to have you come to work for us, Mr. Kolfmann,” I began, smiling. “A man of your great gift —”


He was up out of that chair in a second, eyes blazing. “Work for you? I’d sooner see you and your machines dead and crumbling! You, you scientists — you’ve killed art, and now you’re trying to bribe me!”


“I was just trying to help you,” I said. “Since, in a manner of speaking, we’ve affected your livelihood, I thought I’d make things up to you.”


He said nothing, but stared at me coldly, with the anger of half a century burning in him.


“Look,” I said. “Let me show you what a great musical instrument the synthesizer itself is.” I rummaged in my cabinet and withdrew the tape of the Hohenstein Viola Concerto, which we had performed in ’69 — a rigorous twelve-tone work which is probably the most demanding, unplayable bit of music ever written. It was no harder for the synthesizer to counterfeit its notes than those of a Strauss waltz, of course, but a human violist would have needed three hands and prehensile nose to convey any measure of Hohenstein’s musical thought. I activated the playback of the synthesizer and fed the tape in.


The music burst forth. Kolfmann watched the machine suspiciously. The pseudo-viola danced up and down the tone row while the old pianist struggled to place the work.


“Hohenstein?” he finally asked timidly. I nodded.


I saw a conflict going on within him. For more years than he could remember he had hated us because we had made his art obsolete. But here I was showing him a use for the synthesizer that gave it a valid existence — it was synthesizing a work impossible for a human to play. He was unable to reconcile all the factors in his mind, and the struggle hurt. He got up uneasily and started for the door.


“Where are you going?”


“Away from here,” he said. “You are a devil.”


He tottered weakly through the door, and I let him go. The old man was badly confused, but I had a trick or two up my cybernetic sleeve to settle some of his problems and perhaps salvage him for the world of music. For, whatever else you say about me, particularly after this Macauley business, you can’t deny that my deepest allegiance is to music.


I stopped work on my Beethoven’s Seventh, and also put away Macauley’s diagram, and called in a couple of technicians. I told them what I was planning. The first line of inquiry, I decided, was to find out who Kolfmann’s piano teacher had been. They had the reference books out in a flash and we found out who — Gotthard Kellerman, who had died nearly sixty years ago. Here luck was with us. Central was able to locate and supply us with an old tape of the International Music Congress held at Stockholm in 2187, at which Kellerman had spoken briefly on ‘The Development of the Pedal Technique;’ nothing very exciting, but it wasn’t what he was saying that interested us. We split his speech up into phonemes, analyzed, rearranged, evaluated, and finally went to the synthesizer and began feeding in tapes.


What we got back was a new speech in Kellerman’s voice, or a reasonable facsimile thereof. Certainly it would be good enough to fool Kolfmann, who hadn’t heard his old teacher’s voice in more than half a century. When we had everything ready I sent for Kolfmann, and a couple of hours later they brought him in, looking even older and more worn.


“Why do you bother me?” he asked. “Why do you not let me die in peace?”


I ignored his questions. “Listen to this, Mr. Kolfmann.” I flipped on the playback, and the voice of Kellerman came out of the speaker.


“Hello, Gregor,” it said. Kolfmann was visibly startled. I took advantage of the prearranged pause in the recording to ask him if he recognized the voice. He nodded. I could see that he was frightened and suspicious, and I hoped the whole thing wouldn’t backfire.


“Gregor, one of the things I tried most earnestly to teach you — and you were my most attentive pupil — was that you must always be flexible. Techniques must constantly change, though art itself remains changeless. But have you listened to me? No.”


Kolfmann was starting to realize what we had done, I saw. His pallor was ghastly now.


“Gregor, the piano is an outmoded instrument. But there is a newer, a greater instrument available for you, and you deny its greatness. This wonderful new synthesizer can do all that the piano could do, and much more. It is a tremendous step forward.”


“All right,” Kolfmann said. His eyes were gleaming strangely. “Turn that machine off.”


I reached over and flipped off the playback.


“You are very clever,” he told me. “I take it you used your synthesizer to prepare this little speech for me.”


I nodded.


He was silent an endless moment. A muscle flickered in his cheek. I watched him, not daring to speak.


At length he said, “Well, you have been successful, in your silly, theatrical way. You’ve shaken me.”


“I don’t understand.”


Again he was silent, communing with who knew what internal force. I sensed a powerful conflict raging within him. He scarcely seemed to see me at all as he stared into nothingness. I heard him mutter something in another language; I saw him pause and shake his great old head. And in the end he looked down at me and said, “Perhaps it is worth trying. Perhaps the words you put in Kellerman’s mouth were true. Perhaps. You are foolish, but I have been even more foolish than you. I have stubbornly resisted, when I should have joined forces with you. Instead of denouncing you, I should have been the first to learn how to create music with this strange new instrument. Idiot! Moron!”


I think he was speaking of himself in those last two words, but I am not sure. In any case, I had seen a demonstration of the measure of his greatness — the willingness to admit error and begin all over.


I had not expected his cooperation; all I had wanted was an end to his hostility. But he had yielded. He had admitted error and was ready to rechart his entire career.


“It’s not too late to learn,” I said. “We could teach you.” Kolfmann looked at me fiercely for a moment, and I felt a shiver go through me. But my elation knew no bounds. I had won a great battle for music, and I had won it with ridiculous ease.


He went away for a while to master the technique of the synthesizer. I gave him my best man, one whom I had been grooming to take over my place someday. In the meantime I finished my Beethoven, and the performance was a great success. And then I got back to Macauley and his circuit.


Once again things conspired to keep me from full realization of the threat represented by the Macauley circuit. I did manage to grasp that it could easily be refined to eliminate almost completely the human element in music interpretation. But it’s many years since I worked in the labs, and I had fallen out of my old habit of studying any sort of diagram and mentally tinkering with it and juggling it to see what greater use could be made of it.


While I examined the Macauley circuit, reflecting idly that when it was perfected it might very well put me out of a job (since anyone would be able to create a musical interpretation, and artistry would no longer be an operative factor), Kolfmann came in with some tapes. He looked twenty years younger; his face was bright and clean, his eyes were shining, and his impressive mane of hair waved grandly.


“I will say it again,” he told me as he put the tapes on my desk. “I have been a fool. I have wasted my life. Instead of tapping away at a silly little instrument, I might have created wonders with this machine. Look: I began with Chopin. Put this on.”


I slipped the tape into the synthesizer and the F Minor Fantasy of Chopin came rolling into the room. I had heard the tired old warhorse a thousand times, but never like this.


“This machine is the noblest instrument I have ever played,” he said.


I looked at the graph he had drawn up for the piece, in his painstaking crabbed handwriting. The ultrasonics were literally incredible. In just a few weeks he had mastered subtleties I had spent fifteen years learning. He had discovered that skillfully chosen ultrasonics, beyond the range of human hearing but not beyond perception, could expand the horizons of music to a point the presynthesizer composers, limited by their crude instruments and faulty knowledge of sonics, would have found inconceivable.


The Chopin almost made me cry. It wasn’t so much the actual notes Chopin had written, which I had heard so often, as it was the unheard notes the synthesizer was striking, up in the ultrasonic range. The old man had chosen his ultrasonics with the skill of a craftsman — no, with the hand of a genius. I saw Kolfmann in the middle of the room, standing proudly while the piano rang out in a glorious tapestry of sound.


I felt that this was my greatest artistic triumph. My Beethoven symphonies and all my other interpretations were of no value beside this one achievement of putting the synthesizer in the hands of Kolfmann.


He handed me another tape and I put it on. It was the Bach Toccata and Fugue in D Minor; evidently he had worked first on the pieces most familiar to him. The sound of a super-organ roared forth from the synthesizer. We were buffeted by the violence of the music. And Kolfmann stood there while the Bach piece raged on. I looked at him and tried to relate him to the seedy old man who had tried to wreck the synthesizer not long ago, and I couldn’t.


As the Bach drew to its close I thought of the Macauley circuit again, and of the whole beehive of blank-faced handsome technicians striving to perfect the synthesizer by eliminating the one imperfect element — man. And I woke up.


My first decision was to suppress the Macauley circuit until after Kolfmann’s death, which couldn’t be too far off. I made this decision out of sheer kindness; you have to recognize that as my motive. Kolfmann, after all these years, was having a moment of supreme triumph, and if I let him know that no matter what he was doing with the synthesizer the new circuit could do it better, it would ruin everything. He would not survive the blow.


He fed the third tape in himself. It was the Mozart Requiem Mass, and I was astonished by the way he had mastered the difficult technique of synthesizing voices. Still, with the Macauley circuit, the machine could handle all these details by itself.


As Mozart’s sublime music swelled and rose, I took out the diagram Macauley had given me and stared at it grimly. I decided to pigeonhole it until the old man died. Then I would reveal it to the world and, having been made useless myself (for interpreters like me would be a credit a hundred), I would sink into peaceful obscurity, with at least the assurance that Kolfmann had died happy.


That was sheer kindheartedness, gentlemen. Nothing malicious or reactionary about it. I didn’t intend to stop the progress of cybernetics, at least not at that point.


No, I didn’t decide to do that until I got a better look at what Macauley had done. Maybe he didn’t even realize it himself, but I used to be pretty shrewd about such things. Mentally, I added a wire or two here, altered a contact there, and suddenly the whole thing hit me.


A synthesizer hooked up with a Macauley circuit not only didn’t need a human being to provide an aesthetic guide to its interpretation of music, which is all Macauley claimed. Up to now, the synthesizer could imitate the pitch of any sound in or out of nature, but we had to control the volume, the timbre, all the things that made up interpretation of music. Macauley had fixed it so that the synthesizer could handle this, too. But also, I now saw that it could create its own music, from scratch, with no human help. Not only the conductor but the composer would be unnecessary. The synthesizer would be able to function independently of any human being. And art is a function of human beings.


That was when I ripped up Macauley’s diagram and heaved the paperweight into the gizzard of my beloved synthesizer, cutting off the Mozart in the middle of a high C. Kolfmann turned around in horror, but I was the one who was really horrified.


I know. Macauley has redrawn his diagram and I haven’t stopped the wheels of science. I feel pretty futile about it all. But before you label me reactionary and stick me away, consider this:


Art is a function of intelligent beings. Once you create a machine capable of composing original music, capable of an artistic act, you’ve created an intelligent being. And one that’s a lot stronger and smarter than we are. We’ve synthesized our successor.


Gentlemen, we are all obsolete.










SUNRISE ON MERCURY (1956)



INTRODUCTION


That curious ancient custom — now extinct, I think — of having writers construct stories around cover paintings, rather than having covers painted to illustrate scenes in stories that had already been written — brought “Sunrise on Mercury” into existence in the hyperactive November of 1956, when I was beginning to enter my most prolific years as a writer. In that vanished era, the pulp-magazine chains liked to print their covers in batches of four, which meant that there was usually no time to go through the process of buying a story, sending it out to an artist to be illustrated, making plates from the artist’s painting, etc. Instead the artists thought up ideas for illustrations — a scene conceived for its qualities of vivid and dramatic visual excitement, but not necessarily embodying any sort of plausibility — and it went to press right away, while some reliable writer was hired to work it, by hook or by crook, into a story that could be published to accompany it. It’s a measure of how quickly thing had changed for me at this point that I was already being given such assignments, here in the second year of my career. But the editors had come to see that I could be depended on to utilize the illustration in some relatively plausible way and to turn my cover story in on time.


So Bob Lowndes, the editor of Science Fiction Stories and Future Science Fiction, would hand me two or three covers at once, and I would go home and write stories of five or six thousand words to accompany each one. The money wasn’t much — a cent or maybe a cent and a half a word, cut-rate stuff even in those days — but it was a guaranteed sale, and so speedy was I at turning out the stories that even at $60 for 6000 words, which is what I was paid for “Sunrise on Mercury,” I did all right. (I could write a short story in a day, four a week with the fifth day reserved for visiting editors, back then. $60 for a day’s pay was nothing contemptible in 1956, when annual salaries in the mid-four-figure range were the norm.)


The cover that inspired this one, by Ed Emshwiller, showed the bleak landscape of Mercury with the sun rising ominously in the upper left-hand corner, a transparent plastic dome melting in Daliesque fashion in the upper right, and two harassed-looking men in spacesuits running for their lives below. Obviously something unexpected was going on, like sunrise happening a week ahead of schedule; so all I had to do was figure out a reason why that might occur, and I had my sixty bucks. The result, all things considered, wasn’t half bad; and the story, which Lowndes used in the May, 1957 Science Fiction Stories, has been frequently anthologized over the past forty years.










Sunrise on Mercury



Nine million miles to the sunward of Mercury, with the Leverrier swinging into the series of spirals that would bring it down on the solar system’s smallest world, Second Astrogator Lon Curtis decided to end his life.


Curtis had been lounging in a webfoam cradle waiting for the landing to be effected; his job in the operation was over, at least until the Leverrier’s landing-jacks touched Mercury’s blistered surface. The ship’s efficient sodium-coolant system negated the efforts of the swollen sun visible through the rear screen. For Curtis and his seven shipmates, no problems presented themselves; they had only to wait while the autopilot brought the ship down for man’s second landing on Mercury.


Flight Commander Harry Ross was sitting near Curtis when he noticed the sudden momentary stiffening of the astrogator’s jaws — Curtis abruptly reached for the control nozzle. From the spinnerets that had spun the webfoam came a quick green burst of dissolving fluorochrene; the cradle vanished. Curtis stood up.


“Going somewhere?” Ross asked.


Curtis’ voice was harsh. “Just — just taking a walk.”


Ross returned his attention to his microbook for a moment as Curtis walked away. There was the rachety sound of a bulkhead dog being manipulated, and Ross felt a momentary chill as the cooler air of the super-refrigerated reactor compartment drifted in.


He punched a stud, turning the page. Then —


What the hell is he doing in the reactor compartment?


The autopilot would be controlling the fuel flow, handling it down to the milligram, in a way no human system could. The reactor was primed for the landing, the fuel was stoked, the compartment was dogged shut. No one — least of all a second astrogator — had any business going back there.


Ross had the foam cradle dissolved in an instant, and was on his feet in another. He dashed down the companionway and through the open bulkhead door into the coolness of the reactor compartment.


Curtis was standing by the converter door, toying with the release-tripper. As Ross approached, he saw the astrogator get the door open and put one foot to the chute that led downship to the nuclear pile.


“Curtis, you idiot! Get away from there! You’ll kill us all!”


The astrogator turned, looked blankly at Ross for an instant, and drew up his other foot. Ross leaped.


He caught Curtis’ booted foot in his hands, and despite a barrage of kicks from the astrogator’s free boot, managed to drag Curtis off the chute. The astrogator tugged and pulled, attempting to break free. Ross saw the man’s pale cheeks quivering; Curtis had cracked, but thoroughly.


Grunting, Ross yanked Curtis away from the yawning reactor chute and slammed the door shut. He dragged him out into the main section again and slapped him, hard.


“Why’d you want to do that? Don’t you know what your mass would do to the ship if it got into the converter? You know the fuel intake’s been calibrated already; 180 extra pounds and we’d arc right into the sun. What’s wrong with you, Curtis?”


The astrogator fixed unshaking, unexpressive eyes on Ross. “I want to die,” he said simply. “Why couldn’t you let me die?”


He wanted to die. Ross shrugged, feeling a cold tremor run down his back. There was no guarding against this disease.


Just as aqualungers beneath the sea’s surface suffered from l’ivresse des grandes profondeurs — rapture of the deeps — and knew no cure for the strange, depth-induced drunkenness that induced them to remove their breathing tubes fifty fathoms below, so did spacemen run the risk of this nameless malady, this inexplicable urge to self-destruction.


It struck anywhere. A repairman wielding a torch on a recalcitrant strut of an orbiting wheel might abruptly rip open his face mask and drink vacuum; a radioman rigging an antenna on the skin of his ship might suddenly cut his line, fire his directional pistol, and send himself drifting away sunward. Or a second astrogator might decide to climb into the converter.


Psych Officer Spangler appeared, an expression of concern fixed on his smooth pink face. “Trouble?”


Ross nodded. “Curtis. Tried to jump into the fuel chute. He’s got it, Doc.”


Spangler rubbed his cheek and said: “They always pick the best times, dammit. It’s swell having a psycho on a Mercury run.”


“That’s the way it is,” Ross said wearily. “Better put him in stasis till we get home. I’d hate to have him running loose, looking for different ways of doing himself in.”


“Why can’t you let me die?” Curtis asked. His face was bleak. “Why’d you have to stop me?”


“Because, you lunatic, you’d have killed all the rest of us by your fool dive into the converter. Go walk out the airlock if you want to die — but don’t take us with you.”


Spangler glared warningly at him. “Harry —”


“Okay,” Ross said. “Take him away.”


The psychman led Curtis within. The astrogator would be given a tranquilizing injection and locked in an insoluble webfoam jacket for the rest of the journey. There was a chance he could be restored to sanity, once they returned to earth, but Ross knew that the astrogator would make a beeline for the nearest method of suicide the moment he was let loose in space.


Scowling, Ross turned away. A man spends his boyhood dreaming about space, he thought, spends four years at the Academy, and two more making dummy runs. Then he finally gets up where it counts and he cracks up. Curtis was an astrogation machine, not a normal human being; and he had just disqualified himself permanently from the only job he knew how to do.


Ross shivered, feeling chill despite the bloated bulk of the sun filling the rear screen. It could happen to anyone…him. He thought of Curtis, lying in a foam cradle somewhere in the back of the ship, blackly thinking over and over again, I want to die, while Doc Spangler muttered soothing things at him. A human being was really a frail form of life.


Death seemed to hang over the ship; the gloomy aura of Curtis’ suicide wish polluted the atmosphere.


Ross shook his head and punched down savagely on the signal to prepare for deceleration. The unspinning globe that was Mercury bobbed up ahead. He spotted it through the front screen.


They were approaching the tiny planet middle-on. He could see the neat division now: the brightness of Sunside, the unapproachable inferno where zinc ran in rivers, and the icy blackness of Darkside, dull with its unlit plains of frozen CO2.


Down the heart of the planet ran the Twilight Belt, that narrow area of not-cold and not-heat where Sunside and Darkside met to provide a thin band of barely tolerable territory, a ring nine thousand miles in circumference and ten or twenty miles wide.


The Leverrier plunged downward. “Downward” was actually a misnomer — space has no ups or downs — but it was the simplest way for Ross to visualize the approach. He allowed his jangled nerves to calm. The ship was in the hands of the autopilot; the orbit was precomputed, and the analog banks in the drive were happily following the taped program, bringing the ship to rest smack in the middle of — My God!


Ross went cold from head to toe. The precomputed tape had been fed to the analog banks — had been prepared by — had been the work of —


Curtis.


A suicidal madman had worked out the Leverrier’s landing program.


Ross’s hands began to shake. How easy it would have been, he thought, for death-bent Curtis to work out an orbit that would plant the Leverrier in a smoking river of molten lead — or in the mortuary chill of Darkside.


His false security vanished. There was no trusting the automatic pilot; they’d have to risk a manual landing.


Ross jabbed down on the communicator button. “I want Brainerd,” he said hoarsely.


The first astrogator appeared a few seconds later, peering in curiously. “What goes, Captain?”


“We’ve just carted your assistant Curtis off to the pokey. He tried to jump into the converter.”


“He —?”


Ross nodded. “Attempted suicide. I nabbed him in time. But in view of the circumstances, I think we’d better discard the tape you had him prepare and bring the ship down manually, yes?”


The first astrogator moistened his lips. “Maybe that’s a good idea.”


“Damn right it is,” Ross said, glowering.


As the ship touched down, Ross thought, Mercury is two hells in one. It was the cold, ice-bound kingdom of Dante’s deepest pit — and it was also the brimstone empire of another conception. The two met, ice and fire, each hemisphere its own kind of hell.


He lifted his head and flicked a quick glance at the instrument panel above his deceleration cradle. The dials all checked: weight placement was proper, stability 100 percent, external temperature a manageable 108°F, indicating they had made their landing a little to the sunward of the Twilight Belt’s exact middle. It had been a sound landing.


He snapped on the communicator. “Brainerd?”


“All OK, Captain.”


“How was the landing? You used manual, didn’t you?”


“I had to,” the astrogator said. “I ran a quick check on Curtis’ tape, and it was all cockeyed. We’d have grazed Mercury’s orbit by a whisker and kept going — straight for the sun. Nice?”


“Sweet,” Ross said. “But don’t be too hard on the kid; it’s not his fault he went psycho. Good landing, anyway. We seem to be pretty close to the center of the Twilight Belt, give or take a mile or two.”


He broke the contact and unwebbed himself. “We’re here,” he announced over the shipwide circuit. “All hands to fore double pronto.”


The men got there quickly enough — Brainerd first, then Doc Spangler, followed by Accumulator Tech Krinsky and the three crewmen. Ross waited until the entire group had assembled.


They were looking around curiously for Curtis, all but Brainerd and Spangler. Crisply, Ross said, “Astrogator Curtis won’t be with us. He’s aft in the psycho bin; luckily, we can shift without him on this tour.”


He waited till the implications of that statement had sunk in. The men adjusted to it well, he thought, judging from the swiftness with which the horror faded from their faces.


“All right,” he said. “Schedule calls for us to spend a maximum of thirty-two hours on Mercury before departure. Brainerd, how does that check with our location?”


The astrogator frowned and made some mental calculations. “Current position is a trifle to the sunward edge of the Twilight Belt; but as I figure it, the sun won’t be high enough to put the Fahrenheit much above 120 for at least a week. Our suits can handle that sort of temperature with ease.”


“Good. Llewellyn, you and Falbridge break out the radar inflaters and get the tower set up as far to the east as you can go without roasting. Take the crawler, but be sure to keep an eye on the thermometer. We’ve only got one heatsuit, and that’s for Krinsky.”


Llewellyn, a thin, sunken-eyed spaceman, shifted uneasily. “How far to the east do you suggest, sir?”


“The Twilight Belt covers about a quarter of Mercury’s surface,” Ross said. “You’ve got a strip forty-seven degrees wide to move around in — but I don’t suggest you go much more than twenty-five miles or so. It starts getting hot after that, and keeps going up.”


Ross turned to Krinsky. The accumulator tech was the key man of the expedition; it was his job to check the readings on the pair of solar accumulators that had been left here by the first expedition. He was to measure the amount of stress created by solar energies here, so close to the source of radiation, study force lines operating in the strange magnetic field of the little world, and reprime the accumulators for further testing at a later date.


Krinsky was a tall, powerfully built man, the sort of man who could stand up to the crushing weight of a heatsuit almost cheerfully. The heatsuit was necessary for prolonged work in the Sunside zone, where the accumulators were — and even a giant like Krinsky could stand the strain only for a few hours at a time.


“When Llewellyn and Falbridge have the radar tower set up, Krinsky, get into your heatsuit and be ready to move. As soon as we’ve got the accumulator station located, Dominic will drive you as far east as possible and drop you off. The rest is up to you. We’ll be telemetering your readings, but we’d like to have you back alive.”


“Yes, sir.”


“That’s about it,” Ross said. “Let’s get rolling.”


Ross’s own job was purely administrative — and as the men of his crew moved busily about their allotted tasks, he realized unhappily that he himself was condemned to temporary idleness. His function was that of overseer; like the conductor of a symphony orchestra, he played no instrument himself and was on hand mostly to keep the group moving in harmony toward the finish.


Now, he had only to wait.


Llewellyn and Falbridge departed, riding the segmented, thermo-resistant crawler carried in the belly of the Leverrier. Their job was simple: they were to erect the inflatable plastic radar tower far to sunward. The tower that had been left by the first expedition had long since librated into a Sunside zone and been liquefied; the plastic base and parabola, covered with a light reflective surface of aluminum, could hardly withstand the searing heat of Sunside.


Out there, it got up to 700° when the sun was at its closest. The eccentricities of Mercury’s orbit accounted for considerable Sunside temperature variations; but the thermometer never showed lower than 300° on Sunside, even during aphelion. On Darkside, there was little variation; temperature hung down near absolute zero, and frozen drifts of heavy gases covered the surface of the land.


From where he stood, Ross could see neither Sunside nor Darkside. The Twilight Belt was nearly a thousand miles broad, and as the planet dipped in its orbit the sun would first slide above the horizon, then dip back. For a twenty-mile strip through the heart of the Belt, the heat of Sunside and the cold of Darkside canceled out into a fairly stable temperate climate; for five hundred miles on either side, the Twilight Belt gradually trickled toward the areas of cold and raging heat.


It was a strange and forbidding planet. Humans could endure it only for short times; the sort of life that would be able to exist permanently on Mercury was beyond his conception. Standing outside the Leverrier in his spacesuit, Ross nudged the chin control that lowered a pane of optical glass. He peered first toward Darkside, where he thought he saw a thin line of encroaching black — only illusion, he knew — and then toward Sunside.


In the distance, Llewellyn and Falbridge were erecting the spidery parabola that was the radar tower. He could see the clumsy shape outlined against the sky now — and behind it? A faint line of brightness rimming the bordering peaks? Illusion also, he knew. Brainerd had calculated that the sun’s radiance would not be visible here for a week. And in a week’s time they’d be back on Earth.


He turned to Krinsky. “The tower’s nearly up. They’ll be back with the crawler any minute. You’d better get ready to make your trip.”


As the technician swung up the handholds and into the ship, Ross’s thoughts turned to Curtis. The young astrogator had prattled of seeing Mercury all the way out — and now that they were actually here, Curtis lay in a web of foam deep within the ship, moodily demanding the right to die.


Krinsky returned, now wearing the insulating bulk of the heatsuit over his standard rebreathing outfit. He looked like a small tank rather than a man. “Is the crawler approaching, sir?”


“I’ll take a look.”


Ross adjusted the lensplate in his mask and narrowed his eyes. It seemed to him that the temperature had risen somewhat. Another illusion, he thought, as he squinted into the distance. His eyes picked out the radar tower far off toward Sunside. His mouth sagged open.


“Something the matter, sir?”


“I’ll say!” Ross squeezed his eyes tight shut and looked again. And — yes — the newly erected radar tower was drooping soggily and beginning to melt. He saw two tiny figures racing madly over the flat, pumice-covered ground to the silvery oblong that was the crawler. And — impossibly — the first glow of an unmistakable brightness was beginning to shimmer on the mountains behind the tower.


The sun was rising — a week ahead of schedule!


Ross gasped and ran back into the ship, followed by the lumbering Krinsky. In the airlock, mechanical hands descended to help him out of his spacesuit; he signaled to Krinsky to remain in the heatsuit, and dashed through into the main cabin.


“Brainerd! Brainerd! Where in hell are you?”


The senior astrogator appeared, looking puzzled. “Yes, Captain?”


“Look out the screen,” Ross said in a strangled voice. “Look at the radar tower!”


“It’s — melting,” Brainerd said, astonished. “But that’s — that’s —”


“I know. It’s impossible.” Ross glanced at the instrument panel. External temperature had risen to 112 — a jump of four degrees. And as he watched it clicked up to 114.


It would take a heat of at least 500° to melt the radar tower that way. Ross squinted at the screen and saw the crawler come swinging dizzily toward them: Llewellyn and Falbridge were still alive, then — though they probably had had a good cooking out there. The temperature outside the ship was up to 116. It would probably be near 200 by the time the two men returned.


Angrily, Ross faced the astrogator. “I thought you were bringing us down in the safety strip,” he snapped. “Check your figures again and find out where the hell we really are. Then work out a blasting orbit. That’s the sun coming up over those hills.”


The temperature reached 120. The ship’s cooling system would be able to keep things under control and comfortable until about 250; beyond that, there was danger of an overload. The crawler continued to draw near; it was probably hellish in the little land car, Ross thought.


His mind weighed alternatives. If the external temperature went much over 250, he would run the risk of wrecking the ship’s cooling system by waiting for the two in the crawler to arrive. He decided he’d give them until it hit 275 to get back and then clear out. It was foolish to try to save two lives at a cost of six. External temperature had hit 130. Its rate of increase was jumping rapidly.


The ship’s crew knew what was going on now. Without direct orders from Ross, they were readying the Leverrier for an emergency blast-off.


The crawler inched forward. The two men weren’t much more than ten miles away now; and at an average speed of forty miles an hour they’d be back within fifteen minutes. Outside it was 133. Long fingers of shimmering sunlight stretched toward them from the horizon.


Brainerd looked up from his calculation. “I can’t work it. The damned figures don’t come out.”


“Huh?”


“I’m computing our location — and I can’t do the arithmetic. My head’s all foggy.”


What the hell, Ross thought. This was when a captain earned his pay. “Get out of the way,” he snapped. “Let me do it.”


He sat down at the desk and started figuring. He saw Brainerd’s hasty notations scratched out everywhere. It was as if the astrogator had totally forgotten how to do his job.


Let’s see, now. If we’re —


His pencil flew over the pad — but as he worked he saw that it was all wrong. His mind felt bleary, strange; he couldn’t seem to handle the computations. Looking up, he said, “Tell Krinsky to get down there and be ready to help those men out of the crawler when it gets here. They’re probably half-cooked.”


Temperature 146. He looked back at the pad. Damn; it shouldn’t be that hard to do simple trig, he thought.


Doc Spangler appeared. “I cut Curtis free,” he announced. “He isn’t safe during takeoff in that cradle.”


From within came a steady mutter. “Just let me die…just let me die…”


“Tell him he’s likely to have his wish,” Ross murmured. “If I can’t work out a blastoff orbit we’ll all roast here.”


“How come you’re doing it? What’s the matter with Brainerd?”


“Choked up. Couldn’t do the figures. And come to think of it, I feel funny myself.”


Fingers of fog seemed to wrap around his mind. He glanced at the dial. Temperature 152 outside. That gave the boys in the crawler 123 degrees to get back here…or was it 321? He was confused, utterly bewildered.


Doc Spangler looked strange too. The psych officer was frowning curiously. “I feel very lethargic suddenly,” Spangler declared. “I know I really should get back to Curtis, but —”


The madman was keeping up a steady babble inside. The part of Ross’s mind that could still think clearly realized that if left unattended Curtis was capable of almost anything.


Temperature 158. The crawler seemed nearer. On the horizon, the radar tower was becoming a crazy shambles.


There was a shriek. “It’s Curtis!” Ross yelled, his mind returning to awareness hurriedly, and peeled out from behind the desk. He ran aft, followed by Spanger, but it was too late.


Curtis lay on the floor in a bloody puddle. He had found a pair of shears somewhere.


Spangler bent. “He’s dead.”


“Of course. He’s dead,” Ross echoed. His brain felt totally clear now; at the moment of Curtis’ death, the fog had lifted. Leaving Spangler to attend to the body, he returned to the desk and glanced at the computations.


With icy clarity he determined their location. They had come down better than three hundred miles to sunward of where they thought they had been. The instruments hadn’t lied — but someone’s eyes had. The orbit that Brainerd had so solemnly assured him was a “safe” one was actually almost as deadly as the one Curtis had computed.


He looked outside. The crawler was almost there; temperature was 167. There was plenty of time. They would make it with a few minutes to spare, thanks to the warning they had received from the melting radar tower.


But why had it happened? There was no answer to that.


Gigantic in his heatsuit, Krinsky brought Llewellyn and Falbridge aboard. They peeled out of their spacesuits and wobbled unsteadily, then collapsed. They looked like a pair of just-boiled lobsters.


“Heat prostration,” Ross said. “Krinsky, get them into takeoff cradles. Dominic, you in your suit yet?”


The spaceman appeared at the airlock entrance and nodded.


“Good. Get down there and drive the crawler into the hold. We can’t afford to leave it here. Double-quick, and then we’ll blast off. Brainerd, that new orbit ready?”


“Yes, sir.”


The thermometer grazed 200. The cooling system was beginning to suffer — but its agonies were to be short-lived. Within minutes, the Leverrier had lifted from Mercury’s surface — minutes ahead of the relentless advance of the sun — and swung into a temporary planet-circling orbit.


As they hung there, virtually catching their breaths, just one question rose in Ross’s mind: why? Why did Brainerd’s orbit bring them down in a danger zone instead of the safety strip? Why had both Brainerd and Ross been unable to compute a blasting pattern, the simplest of elementary astrogation techniques? And why had Spangler’s wits utterly failed him — just long enough to let the unhappy Curtis kill himself?


Ross could see the same question reflected on everyone’s face: why?


He felt an itchy feeling at the base of his skull. And suddenly, an image forced its way across his mind in answer.


It was a great pool of molten zinc, lying shimmering between two jagged crests somewhere on Sunside. It had been there thousands of years; it would be there thousands, perhaps millions of years from now.


Its surface quivered. The sun’s brightness upon the pool was intolerable even to the mind’s eye.


Radiation beat down on the zinc pool — the sun’s radiation, hard and unending, and then a new radiation, an electromagnetic emanation with a meaningful message:


I want to die.


The pool of zinc stirred fretfully with sudden impulses of helpfulness.


The vision passed as quickly as it came. Stunned, Ross looked up hesitantly. The expressions on the six faces surrounding him told him what he wanted to know.


“You felt it too,” he said.


Spangler nodded, then Krinsky and the rest of them.


“Yes,” Krinsky said. “What the devil was it?”


Brainerd turned to Spangler. “Are we all nuts, Doc?”


The psych officer shrugged. “Mass hallucination…collective hypnosis…”


“No, Doc.” Ross leaned forward. “You know it as well as I do. That thing was real; it’s down there, out on Sunside.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that wasn’t any hallucination we had. That’s life — or as close to it as Mercury can come.” Ross’s hands shook; he forced them to subside. “We’ve stumbled over something very big,” he said.


Spangler stirred uneasily. “Harry —”


“No, I’m not out of my head! Don’t you see — that thing down there, whatever it is, is sensitive to our thoughts! It picked up Curtis’ godawful caterwauling the way a radar set grabs electromagnetic waves. His were the strongest thoughts coming through; so it acted on them and did its damnedest to help Curtis’ wish come true.”


“You mean by fogging our minds and deluding us into thinking we were in safe territory, when actually we were right near sunrise territory?”


“But why would it go to all that trouble?” Krinsky objected. “If it wanted to help poor Curtis kill himself, why didn’t it just fix it so we came down right in Sunside? We’d cook a lot quicker that way.”


Ross shook his head. “It knew that the rest of us didn’t want to die. The thing down there must be a multivalued thinker. It took the conflicting emanations of Curtis and the rest of us, and fixed things so that he’d die and we wouldn’t.” He shivered. “Once Curtis was out of the way, it acted to help the surviving crew members get off to safety. If you’ll remember, we all thought and moved a lot quicker the instant Curtis was dead.”


“Damned if that’s not so,” Spangler said. “But —”


“What I want to know is, do we go back down?” Krinsky asked. “If that thing is what you say it is, I’m not so sure I want to go within reach of it again. Who knows what it might make us do this time?”


“It wants to help us,” Ross said stubbornly. “It’s not hostile. You’re not afraid, are you? I was counting on you to go out and scout for it in the heatsuit.”


“Not me!” Krinsky said hastily.


Ross scowled. “But this is the first intelligent life form we’ve hit in the solar system yet. We can’t simply run away and hide!” To Brainerd he said, “Set up an orbit that’ll take us back down again — and this time put us down where we won’t melt.”


“I can’t do it, sir,” Brainerd said flatly. “I believe the safety of the crew will be best served by returning to Earth at once.”


Facing the group of them, Ross glanced quickly from one to the next. There was fear evident on the faces of all of them. He knew what each of them was thinking: I don’t want to go back to Mercury.


Six of them; one of him. And the helpful thing below.


They had outnumbered Curtis seven to one — but Curtis’ mind had radiated an unmixed deathwish. Ross knew he could never generate enough strength of thought to counteract the fear-ridden thoughts of the other six.


This is mutiny, he thought, but somehow he did not care to speak the thought aloud. Here was a case where a superior officer might legitimately be removed from command for the common good, and he knew it.


The creature below was ready to offer its services. But, multivalued as it might be, there was still only one spaceship, and one of the two parties — either he or the rest of them — would have to be denied its wishes.


Yet, he thought, the pool had contrived to satisfy both the man who wished to die and those who wished to stay alive. Now, six wanted to return — but could the voice of the seventh be ignored? You’re not being fair to me, Ross thought, directing his angry outburst toward the planet below. I want to see you. I want to study you. Don’t let them drag me back to Earth.


When the Leverrier returned to Earth, a week later, the six survivors of the Second Mercury Expedition could all describe in detail how a fierce death wish had overtaken Second Astrogator Curtis and caused his suicide. But not one of them could recall what had happened to Flight Commander Ross, or why the heatsuit had been left behind on Mercury.










WARM MAN (1957)



INTRODUCTION


We arrive now at January, 1957. My ledger entry for that month shows business as usual for those days — seventeen stories, 85,000 words, and I was still just warming up for the really productive times a couple of years ahead. How I did it, God only knows. By the time we reach the 1990s I will be happy to manage three or four stories a year; that was a week’s work for me in 1957.


A phenomenon, I was. And one who took notice was Anthony Boucher, the urbane, sophisticated editor of Fantasy & Science Fiction. He was a collector at heart, who wanted one of everything for his superb magazine — including a story by this hypermanic kid from New York who seemed able to turn one out every hour. (If he could have discovered giants, infants, Siamese twins, Martians, or cats who wrote science fiction, I think he would have solicited their work, too.) But Boucher’s desire to add me to his roster of contributors did not mean he would relax his high standards simply for the sake of putting my name on his contents page, and so, though he let me know he’d be delighted to publish something of mine, he turned down the first few stories I sent him, offering great regrets and hope for the future. What I had to do in order to sell one to him, I saw, was to break free of the pulp-magazine formulas that I had taken such trouble to master, and write something about and for adults. (Not so easy, when I was only twenty-two myself!)


The specific genesis of “Warm Man” came at the famous Milford Writers’ Conference of September, 1956, where I was the youngest author, surrounded by some of the most illustrious people in the sf field. During one workshop session Cyril Kornbluth had some sort of epiphany about his writing, and suddenly cried out in a very loud voice, “Cold!” Or so it seemed to me, though my colleague Algis Budrys, who was also there, tells me that what Cyril actually said was “Gold!”, the name of an important editor of the time. What his outburst signified to him, be it “Cold!” or “Gold!”, I never knew, but it seemed to me that his sudden insight must certainly have been a very powerful one. It set something working in me which must not have had anything at all to do with whatever had passed through Cyril’s mind — “if ‘Cold,’” I thought, “then why not ‘Warm!?’” and out came, a few months later, this tale of psychic vampirism. I sent it to Boucher (who had been present at Milford also, I think) and by return mail across the continent came his expression of delight that I had broken the ice at last with him. It was an exciting moment for me, bringing me the sense of having qualified for a very exclusive club. He ran the story a few months later — May 1957 — and put my name on the cover, a signal honor. Boucher was the best kind of editor — a demanding one, yes, but also the kind who is as pleased as you are that you have produced something he wants to publish. He (and a few others back then) helped to teach me the difficult lesson that quantity isn’t as effective, in the long run, as quality. Which is demonstrated by this story’s frequent reappearance in print over the span of more than four decades since it was written.










Warm Man



No one was ever quite sure just when Mr. Hallinan came to live in New Brewster. Lonny Dewitt, who ought to know, testified that Mr. Hallinan died on December 3, at 3:30 in the afternoon, but as for the day of his arrival no one could be nearly so precise.


It was simply that one day there was no one living in the unoccupied split-level on Melon Hill, and then the next he was there, seemingly having grown out of the woodwork during the night, ready and willing to spread his cheer and warmth throughout the whole of the small suburban community.


Daisy Moncrieff, New Brewster’s ineffable hostess, was responsible for making the first overtures toward Mr. Hallinan. It was two days after she had first observed lights on in the Melon Hill place that she decided the time had come to scrutinize the newcomers, to determine their place in New Brewster society. Donning a light wrap, for it was a coolish October day, she left her house in the early forenoon and went on foot down Copperbeech Road to the Melon Hill turnoff, and then climbed the sloping hill till she reached the split-level.


The name was already on the mailbox: DAVIS HALLINAN. That probably meant they’d been living there a good deal longer than just two days, thought Mrs. Moncrieff; perhaps they’d be insulted by the tardiness of the invitation? She shrugged and used the doorknocker.


A tall man in early middle age appeared, smiling benignly. Mrs. Moncrieff was thus the first recipient of the uncanny warmth that Davis Hallinan was to radiate throughout New Brewster before his strange death. His eyes were deep and solemn, with warm lights shining in them; his hair was a dignified gray-white mane.


“Good morning,” he said. His voice was deep, mellow.


“Good morning. I’m Mrs. Moncrieff — Daisy Moncrieff, from the big house on Copperbeech Road. You must be Mr. Hallinan. May I come in?”


“Ah — please, no, Mrs. Moncrieff. The place is still a chaos. Would you mind staying on the porch?”


He closed the door behind him — Mrs. Moncrieff later claimed that she had a fleeting view of the interior and saw unpainted walls and dust-covered bare floors — and drew one of the rusty porch chairs for her.


“Is your wife at home, Mr. Hallinan?”


“There’s just me, I’m afraid. I live alone.”


“Oh.” Mrs. Moncrieff, discomforted, managed a grin nonetheless. In New Brewster everyone was married; the idea of a bachelor or a widower coming to settle there was strange, disconcerting…and just a little pleasant, she added, surprised at herself.


“My purpose in coming was to invite you to meet some of your new neighbors tonight — if you’re free, that is. I’m having a cocktail party at my place about six, with dinner at seven. We’d be so happy if you came!”


His eyes twinkled gaily. “Certainly, Mrs. Moncrieff. I’m looking forward to it already.”


The ne plus ultra of New Brewster society was impatiently assembled at the Moncrieff home shortly after 6, waiting to meet Mr. Hallinan, but it was not until 6:15 that he arrived. By then, thanks to Daisy Moncrieff’s fearsome skill as a hostess, everyone present was equipped with a drink and a set of speculations about the mysterious bachelor on the hill.


“I’m sure he must be a writer,” said Martha Weede to liverish Dudley Heyer. “Daisy says he’s tall and distinguished and just radiates personality. He’s probably here only for a few months — just long enough to get to know us all, and then he’ll write a novel about us.”


“Hmm. Yes,” Heyer said. He was an advertising executive who commuted to Madison Avenue every morning; he had an ulcer, and was acutely aware of his role as a stereotype. “Yes, then he’ll write a sizzling novel exposing suburban decadence, or a series of acid sketches for The New Yorker. I know the type.”


Lys Erwin, looking desirable and just a bit disheveled after her third martini in thirty minutes, drifted by in time to overhear that. “You’re always conscious of types, aren’t you, darling? You and your gray flannel suit?”


Heyer fixed her with a baleful stare but found himself, as usual, unable to make an appropriate retort. He turned away, smiled hello at quiet little Harold and Jane Dewitt, whom he pitied somewhat (their son Lonny, age nine, was a shy, sensitive child, a total misfit among his playmates), and confronted the bar, weighing the probability of a night of acute agony against the immediate desirability of a Manhattan.


But at that moment Daisy Moncrieff reappeared with Mr. Hallinan in tow, and conversation ceased abruptly throughout the parlor while the assembled guests stared at the newcomer. An instant later, conscious of their collective faux pas, the group began to chat again, and Daisy moved among her guests, introducing her prize.


“Dudley, this is Mr. Davis Hallinan. Mr. Hallinan, I want you to meet Dudley Heyer, one of the most talented men in New Brewster.”


“Indeed? What do you do, Mr. Heyer?”


“I’m in advertising. But don’t let them fool you; it doesn’t take any talent at all. Just brass, nothing else. The desire to delude the public, and delude ’em good. But how about you? What line are you in?”


Mr. Hallinan ignored the question. “I’ve always thought advertising was a richly creative field, Mr. Heyer. But, of course, I’ve never really known at first hand —”


“Well, I have. And it’s everything they say it is.” Heyer felt his face reddening, as if he had had a drink or two. He was becoming talkative, and found Hallinan’s presence oddly soothing. Leaning close to the newcomer, Heyer said, “Just between you and me, Hallinan, I’d give my whole bank account for a chance to stay home and write. Just write. I want to do a novel. But I don’t have the guts; that’s my trouble. I know that come Friday there’s a $350 check waiting on my desk, and I don’t dare give that up. So I keep writing my novel up here in my head, and it keeps eating me away down here in my gut. Eating.” He paused, conscious that he had said too much and that his eyes were glittering beadily.


Hallinan wore a benign smile. “It’s always sad to see talent hidden, Mr. Heyer. I wish you well.”


Daisy Moncrieff appeared then, hooked an arm through Hallinan’s, and led him away. Heyer, alone, stared down at the textured gray broadloom.


Now why did I tell him all that? he wondered. A minute after meeting Hallinan, he had unburdened his deepest woe to him — something he had not confided in anyone else in New Brewster, including his wife.


And yet — it had been a sort of catharsis, Heyer thought. Hallinan had calmly soaked up all his grief and inner agony, and left Heyer feeling drained and purified and warm.


Catharsis? Or a bloodletting? Heyer shrugged, then grinned and made his way to the bar to pour himself a Manhattan


As usual, Lys and Leslie Erwin were at opposite ends of the parlor. Mrs. Moncrieff found Lys more easily, and introduced her to Mr. Hallinan.


Lys faced him unsteadily, and on a sudden impulse hitched her neckline higher. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hallinan. I’d like you to meet my husband Leslie. Leslie! Come here, please?”


Leslie Erwin approached. He was twenty years older than his wife, and was generally known to wear the finest pair of horns in New Brewster — a magnificent spread of antlers that grew a new point or two almost every week.


“Les, this is Mr. Hallinan. Mr. Hallinan, meet my husband, Leslie.”


Mr. Hallinan bowed courteously to both of them. “Happy to make your acquaintance.”


“The same,” Erwin said. “If you’ll excuse me, now —”


“The louse,” said Lys Erwin, when her husband had returned to his station at the bar. “He’d sooner cut his throat than spend two minutes next to me in public.” She glared bitterly at Hallinan. “I don’t deserve that kind of thing, do I?”


Mr. Hallinan frowned sympathetically. “Have you any children, Mrs. Erwin?”


“Hah! He’d never give me any — not with my reputation! You’ll have to pardon me; I’m a little drunk.”


“I understand, Mrs. Erwin.”


“I know. Funny, but I hardly know you and I like you. You seem to understand. Really, I mean.” She took his cuff hesitantly. “Just from looking at you, I can tell you’re not judging me like all the others. I’m not really bad, am I? It’s just that I get so bored, Mr. Hallinan.”


“Boredom is a great curse,” Mr. Hallinan observed.


“Damn right it is! And Leslie’s no help — always reading his newspapers and talking to his brokers! But I can’t help myself, believe me.” She looked around wildly. “They’re going to start talking about us in a minute, Mr. Hallinan. Every time I talk to someone new they start whispering. But promise me something —”


“If I can.”


“Someday — someday soon — let’s get together? I want to talk to you. God, I want to talk to someone — someone who understands why I’m the way I am. Will you?”


“Of course, Mrs. Erwin. Soon.” Gently he detached her hand from his sleeve, held it tenderly for a moment, and released it. She smiled hopefully at him. He nodded.


“And now I must meet some of the other guests. A pleasure, Mrs. Erwin.”


He drifted away, leaving Lys weaving shakily in the middle of the parlor. She drew in a deep breath and lowered her décolletage again.


At least there’s one decent man in this town now, she thought. There was something good about Hallinan — good, and kind, and understanding.


Understanding. That’s what I need. She wondered if she could manage to pay a visit to the house on Melon Hill tomorrow afternoon without arousing too much scandal.


Lys turned and saw thin-faced Aiken Muir staring at her slyly, with a clear-cut invitation on his face. She met his glance with a frigid, wordless go to hell.


Mr. Hallinan moved on, on through the party. And, gradually, the pattern of the party began to form. It took shape like a fine mosaic. By the time the cocktail hour was over and dinner was ready, an intricate, complex structure of interacting thoughts and responses had been built.


Mr. Hallinan, always drinkless, glided deftly from one New Brewsterite to the next, engaging each in conversation, drawing a few basic facts about the other’s personality, smiling politely, moving on. Not until after he moved on did the person come to a dual realization: that Mr. Hallinan had said quite little, really, and that he had instilled a feeling of warmth and security in the other during their brief talk.


And thus while Mr. Hallinan learned from Martha Weede of her paralyzing envy of her husband’s intelligence and of her fear of his scorn, Lys Erwin was able to remark to Dudley Heyer that Mr. Hallinan was a remarkably kind and understanding person. And Heyer, who had never been known to speak a kind word of anyone, for once agreed.


And later, while Mr. Hallinan was extracting from Leslie Erwin some of the pain his wife’s manifold infidelities caused him, Martha Weede could tell Lys Erwin, “He’s so gentle — why, he’s almost like a saint!”


And while little Harold Dewitt poured out his fear that his silent nine-year-old son Lonny was in some way subnormal, Leslie Erwin, with a jaunty grin, remarked to Daisy Moncrieff, “That man must be a psychiatrist. Lord, he knows how to talk to a person. Inside of two minutes he had me telling him all my troubles. I feel better for it, too.”


Mrs. Moncrieff nodded. “I know what you mean. This morning, when I went up to his place to invite him here, we talked a little while on his porch.


“Well,” Erwin said, “if he’s a psychiatrist he’ll find plenty of business here. There isn’t a person here riding around without a private monkey on his back. Take Heyer, over there — he didn’t get that ulcer from happiness. That scatterbrain Martha Weede, too — married to a Columbia professor who can’t imagine what to talk to her about. And my wife Lys is a very confused person too, of course.”


“We all have our problems,” Mrs. Moncrieff sighed. “But I feel much better since I spoke with Mr. Hallinan. Yes: much better.”


Mr. Hallinan was now talking with Paul Jambell, the architect. Jambell, whose pretty young wife was in Springfield Hospital slowly dying of cancer. Mrs. Moncrieff could well imagine what Jambell and Mr. Hallinan were talking about.


Or rather, what Jambell was talking about — for Mr. Hallinan, she realized, did very little talking himself. But he was such a wonderful listener! She felt a pleasant glow, not entirely due to the cocktails. It was good to have someone like Mr. Hallinan in New Brewster, she thought. A man of his tact and dignity and warmth would be a definite asset.


When Lys Erwin woke — alone, for a change — the following morning, some of the past night’s curious calmness had deserted her.


I have to talk to Mr. Hallinan, she thought.


She had resisted two implied, and one overt, attempts at seduction the night before, had come home, had managed even to be polite to her husband. And Leslie had been polite to her. It was most unusual.


“That Hallinan,” he had said. “He’s quite a guy.


“You talked to him too?”


“Yeah. Told him a lot. Too much, maybe. But I feel better for it.”


“Odd,” she had said. “So do I. He’s a strange one, isn’t he? Wandering around that party, soaking up everyone’s aches. He must have had half the neuroses in New Brewster unloaded on his back last night.”


“Didn’t seem to depress him, though. More he talked to people, more cheerful and affable he got. And us, too. You look more relaxed than you’ve been in a month, Lys.”


“I feel more relaxed. As if all the roughness and ugliness in me was drawn out.”


And that was how it felt the next morning, too. Lys woke, blinked, looked at the empty bed across the room. Leslie was long since gone, on his way to the city. She knew she had to talk to Hallinan again. She hadn’t got rid of it all. There was still some poison left inside her, something cold and chunky that would melt before Mr. Hallinan’s warmth.


She dressed, impatiently brewed some coffee, and left the house. Down Copperbeech Road, past the Moncrieff house where Daisy and her stuffy husband Fred were busily emptying the ashtrays of the night before, down to Melon Hill and up the gentle slope to the split-level at the top.


Mr. Hallinan came to the door in a blue checked dressing gown. He looked slightly seedy, almost overhung, Lys thought. His dark eyes had puffy lids and a light stubble sprinkled his cheeks.


“Yes, Mrs. Erwin?”


“Oh — good morning, Mr. Hallinan. I — I came to see you. I hope I didn’t disturb you — that is —”


“Quite all right, Mrs. Erwin.” Instantly she was at ease. “But I’m afraid I’m really extremely tired after last night, and I fear I shouldn’t be very good company just now.”


“But you said you’d talk to me alone today. And — oh, there’s so much more I want to tell you!”


A shadow of feeling — pain? fear? Lys wondered — crossed his face. “No,” he said hastily. “No more — not just yet. I’ll have to rest today. Would you mind coming back — well, say Wednesday?”


“Certainly, Mr. Hallinan. I wouldn’t want to disturb you.”


She turned away and started down the hill, thinking: he had too much of our troubles last night. He soaked them all up like a sponge, and today he’s going to digest them —


Oh, what am I thinking?


She reached the foot of the hill, brushed a couple of tears from her eyes, and walked home rapidly, feeling the October chill whistling around her.


And so the pattern of life in New Brewster developed. For the six weeks before his death, Mr. Hallinan was a fixture at any important community gathering, always dressed impeccably, always ready with his cheerful smile, always uncannily able to draw forth whatever secret hungers and terrors lurked in his neighbors’ souls.


And invariably Mr. Hallinan would be unapproachable the day after these gatherings, would mildly but firmly turn away any callers. What he did, alone in the house on Melon Hill, no one knew. As the days passed, it occurred to all that no one knew much of anything about Mr. Hallinan. He knew them all right, knew the one night of adultery twenty years before that still racked Daisy Moncrieff, knew the acid pain that seared Dudley Heyer, the cold envy glittering in Martha Weede, the frustration and loneliness of Lys Erwin, her husband’s shy anger at his own cuckoldry — he knew these things and many more, but none of them knew more of him than his name.


Still, he warmed their lives and took from them the burden of their griefs. If he chose to keep his own life hidden, they said, that was his privilege.


He took walks every day, through still-wooded New Brewster, and would wave and smile to the children, who would wave and smile back. Occasionally he would stop, chat with a sulking child, then move on, tall, erect, walking with a jaunty stride.


He was never known to set foot in either of New Brewster’s two churches. Once Lora Marker, a mainstay of the New Brewster Presbyterian Church, took him to task for this at a dull dinner party given by the Weedes.


But Mr. Hallinan smiled mildly and said, “Some of us feel the need. Others do not.”


And that ended the discussion.


Toward the end of November a few members of the community experienced an abrupt reversal of their feelings about Mr. Hallinan — weary, perhaps, of his constant empathy for their woes. The change in spirit was spearheaded by Dudley Heyer, Carl Weede, and several of the other men.


“I’m getting not to trust that guy,” Heyer said. He knocked dottle vehemently from his pipe. “Always hanging around soaking up gossip, pulling out dirt — and what the hell for? What does he get out of it?”


“Maybe he’s practicing to be a saint,” Carl Weede remarked quietly. “Self-abnegation. The Buddhist Eight-fold Path.”


“The women all swear by him,” said Leslie Erwin. “Lys hasn’t been the same since he came here.”


“I’ll say she hasn’t,” said Aiken Muir wryly, and all of the men, even Erwin, laughed, getting the sharp thrust.


“All I know is I’m tired of having a father-confessor in our midst,” Heyer said. “I think he’s got a motive back of all his goody-goody warmness. When he’s through pumping us he’s going to write a book that’ll put New Brewster on the map but good.”


“You always suspect people of writing books,” Muir said. “Oh, that mine enemy would write a book…!”


“Well, whatever his motives I’m getting annoyed. And that’s why he hasn’t been invited to the party we’re giving on Monday night.” Heyer glared at Fred Moncrieff as if expecting some dispute. “I’ve spoken to my wife about it, and she agrees. Just this once, dear Mr. Hallinan stays home.”


It was strangely cold at the Heyers’ party that Monday night. The usual people were there, all but Mr. Hallinan. The party was not a success. Some, unaware that Mr. Hallinan had not been invited, waited expectantly for the chance to talk to him, and managed to leave early when they discovered he was not to be there.


“We should have invited him,” Ruth Heyer said after the last guest had left.


Heyer shook his head. “No. I’m glad we didn’t.”


“But that poor man, all alone on the hill while the bunch of us were here, cut off from us. You don’t think he’ll get insulted, do you? I mean, and cut us from now on?”


“I don’t care,” Heyer said, scowling.


His attitude of mistrust toward Mr. Hallinan spread through the community. First the Muirs, then the Harkers, failed to invite him to gatherings of theirs. He still took his usual afternoon walks, and those who met him observed a slightly strained expression on his face, though he still smiled gently and chatted easily enough, and made no bitter comments.


And on December 3, a Wednesday, Roy Heyer, age ten, and Philip Moncrieff, age nine, set upon Lonny Dewitt, age nine, just outside the New Brewster Public School, just before Mr. Hallinan turned down the school lane on his stroll.


Lonny was a strange, silent boy, the despair of his parents and the bane of his classmates. He kept to himself, said little, nudged into corners and stayed there. People clucked their tongues when they saw him in the street.


Roy Heyer and Philip Moncrieff made up their minds they were going to make Lonny Dewitt say something, or else.


It was or else. They pummeled him and kicked him for a few minutes; then, seeing Mr. Hallinan approaching, they ran, leaving Lonny weeping silently on the flagstone steps outside the empty school. Lonny looked up as the tall man drew near. “They’ve been hitting you, haven’t they? I see them running away now.”


Lonny continued to cry. He was thinking, There’s something funny about this man. But he wants to help me. He wants to be kind to me.


“You’re Lonny Dewitt, I think. Why are you crying? Come, Lonny, stop crying! They didn’t hurt you that much.”


They didn’t, Lonny said silently. I like to cry.


Mr. Hallinan was smiling cheerfully. “Tell me all about it. Something’s bothering you, isn’t it? Something big, that makes you feel all lumpy and sad inside. Tell me about it, Lonny, and maybe it’ll go away.” He took the boy’s small cold hands in his own, and squeezed them.


“Don’t want to talk,” Lonny said.


“But I’m a friend. I want to help you.”


Lonny peered close and saw suddenly that the tall man told the truth. He wanted to help Lonny. More than that: he had to help Lonny. Desperately. He was pleading. “Tell me what’s troubling you,” Mr. Hallinan said again.


OK, Lonny thought. I’ll tell you.


And he lifted the floodgates. Nine years of repression and torment came rolling out in one roaring burst.


I’m alone and they hate me because I do things in my head and they never understood and they think I’m queer and they hate me I see them looking funny at me and they think funny things about me because I want to talk to them with my mind and they can only hear words and I hate them hate them hate hate hate hate —


Lonny stopped suddenly. He had let it all out, and now he felt better, cleansed of the poison he’d been carrying in him for years. But Mr. Hallinan looked funny. He was pale and white-faced, and he was staggering.


In alarm, Lonny extended his mind to the tall man. And got:


Too much. Much too much. Should never have gone near the boy. But the older ones wouldn’t let me.


Irony: the compulsive empath overloaded and burned out by a compulsive sender who’d been bottled up.


…like grabbing a high-voltage wire…


…he was a sender, I was a receiver, but he was too strong…


And four last bitter words: I…was…a…leech.…


“Please, Mr. Hallinan,” Lonny said out loud. “Don’t get sick. I want to tell you some more. Please, Mr. Hallinan.”


Silence.


Lonny picked up a final lingering wordlessness, and knew he had found and lost the first one like himself. Mr. Hallinan’s eyes closed and he fell forward on his face in the street. Lonny realized that it was over, that he and the people of New Brewster would never talk to Mr. Hallinan again. But just to make sure he bent and took Mr. Hallinan’s limp wrist.


He let go quickly. The wrist was like a lump of ice. Cold — burningly cold. Lonny stared at the dead man for a moment or two.


“Why, it’s dear Mr. Hallinan,” a female voice said. “Is he —”


And feeling the loneliness return, Lonny began to cry softly again.
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