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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.


      










foreword



Theodore Sturgeon and The Last Unicorn


Peter S. Beagle


I honestly don’t know whether he ever read it or not. We met for the first time after The Last Unicorn was published, but if he ever spoke of it to me, I don’t remember at this remove. What I do know is that it almost didn’t get written because of him.


There are certain books that I won’t ever write, because they’ve already been done. I’ve never been tempted, for instance, to try my hand at a pseudo-Tolkien high-fantasy, elves-and-Armageddon epic, because The Lord of the Rings was a one-shot deal, unique and inimitable, as those endless factory-produced trilogies keep proving. More recently, Barry Hughart’s Master Li novels put paid to my notion of writing a book based on a particular Chinese legend from the time of the three-quarters mythical Yellow Emperor; and Ariana Franklin’s Mistress of the Art of Death and The Serpent’s Tale completely did in my dream of setting a novel in twelfth-century England, featuring Henry II, my favorite king. Forget it. Absolutely no point to it. Damn.


And then there’s “The Silken-Swift”. …


Oh, lord, “The Silken-Swift.” I read it in Fantasy & Science Fiction— the class of the field then, as now— in 1953, when I was fourteen years old. To this day, I can still quote sections of the story by heart, and I could quote a lot more when I was twenty-seven, taking my second shot at getting The Last Unicorn right. I was so intensely aware of that bloody classic of Ted’s, and trying so hard not to imitate it in any way, that I wouldn’t even use the word silken anywhere in my novel. In fact, I didn’t use it at all for the next thirty years, until the very last lines of my story “Professor Gottesman and the Indian Rhinoceros.” I was just as conscious of it then, but in a different way, as a sort of wave and wink to Ted— a joke between the two of us, though he was long gone by then. I liked the notion of sharing a joke with Theodore Sturgeon.


I didn’t know him, not as my dear friends Edgar and Mary Pang-born knew him, in the old days in Bearsville, New York, or as did Betty and Ian Ballantine, who lived practically next door. I can only recall meeting him three times: first, through my playwright friend, Irv Bauer, who introduced us, then when I visited him and his family in Woodland Hills, in Southern California. On the third occasion, he stayed overnight with my family and me in Corralitos, and my memory is that we actually played a few tunes together on our guitars. I may have dates and circumstances wrong, but I’ve been immensely vain for more than thirty years about having jammed with Ted Sturgeon.


I’ve admired his work for well over half a century, from his astonishing roll-call of short fiction (“Baby Is Three,” “Killdozer,” “Shottle Bop,” “Derm Fool,” “The [Widget], the [Wadget], and Boff,” “Need,” “Bianca’s Hands,” “Yesterday Was Monday”) to his two legendary Star Trek scripts and his novel More Than Human, to Some of Your Blood, which even today remains one of the best vampire stories ever. It may be altogether unfair of me to say this, but at the time of Sturgeon’s appearance on the scene in the early 1940s, the vast majority of even the best science fiction was produced, with few exceptions, by writers with engineering backgrounds of one sort or another: far less interested in the humanity of their characters than in the rocketships they piloted and the gadgets they employed against their encounters with somewhat more sophisticated versions of Ming the Merciless. Ted dealt, over and over, with loneliness and pain, human cruelty and the sudden generosity of the human spirit, as no other writer of his milieu and time did. His was a unique heart, and it gave birth to a unique voice.


Of those three brief times, I remember best our playing together. I remember a strong, notably clear rhythm (did he have a twelve-string guitar with him then?), and a particularly impish lead line, when we switched off, to match that swift, startling grin. I was deeply affected by what he did and who he was, and I’m grateful that I did get to meet him. I wish I’d known him properly.












foreword



Lifelong Passion: Theodore Sturgeon’s Fiction


Debbie Notkin


At a small convention near San Francisco in the 1980s, the late Judith Merril was reminiscing about Theodore Sturgeon. Paul Williams asked her what she thought of the story “Mr. Costello, Hero.” “Not one of the great ones,” Judy said with her characteristic certainty. “I know because I don’t remember it.”


That metric doesn’t work for me. I don’t remember all of them, but then they come back in sharp relief if I open a book to one, or someone talks about it.


I can’t write about Theodore Sturgeon without writing about myself. The fiction of Theodore Sturgeon is a lifelong passion of mine. “Lifelong passion” may sound like a phrase from a teenage vampire novel, or perhaps a 1940s romantic movie. For me, this one has been more like a term used by a hermit living in the library stacks.


I was probably eleven when my father gave me my first adult science fiction story (by Isaac Asimov). I was probably twelve when I learned that the books on Dad’s shelves that said “edited by Groff Conklin,” usually had a story by Theodore Sturgeon in them, and that I could read that story from each book before I went back and read anything else. The same heuristic applied to the library. That would have been in 1962 or 1963; science fiction was still far closer to the pulp magazines than to the college classroom.


I didn’t buy many books until I was out on my own. I remember buying Sturgeon Is Alive and Well in paperback, from the college bookstore. New stories, when I thought I had found them all!


It’s a vicious rumor that the reason I was partners with Tom Whitmore for fifteen years was that he would find me uncollected Sturgeon stories. Well, okay, it’s a vicious rumor that that was the only reason. Tom knew that checking crumbling magazines and obscure anthologies for Sturgeon stories was a way to my heart. He was good enough at it that by the time Bill Contento created the first comprehensive index to science fiction stories, there really wasn’t very much published Sturgeon I hadn’t read. (I believed that until this series started to appear, and Paul Williams and others dug up the really obscure early and unpublished pieces.)


I met the man himself a few times; I was an easy target for his legendary charm, but we never spent more than a few minutes in each other’s company. I have the obligatory signed book with the “ask the next question” glyph that he was so fond of. I have a clear memory of his piercing blue eyes, and the way he flirted with me by saying sweet things about booksellers— which was what I was doing at the time.


What interests me now about my forty-plus-year love affair with Sturgeon’s fiction is: What drew me in? What led a twelve-year-old girl with an extensive bookshelf at her fingertips to focus in on Sturgeon? I can remember the frisson of pleasure looking at a contents page, but I genuinely can’t recall why those were the stories I wanted to read. All I can do is make guesses.


First, the man could write. I was far too young to recognize specific stylistic tricks, but I imagine that I realized even then that his sentences, paragraphs, and stories were smoother, and more interesting, than most of the other men (and I use that word intentionally) whose stories I was reading.


Second, he liked and was interested in people. I grew up in a people-focused household, lots of guests, lots of international guests, conversation, interaction. Sturgeon was often writing about the kinds of people I hadn’t met or didn’t know, which was a plus. More important, I think, is that the people in his stories seemed real: complicated, imperfect, confused. I was confused; maybe I was looking for stories about other confused people, not the single-minded, confident heroes I found in most other stories of the time.


Third, he wrote about women. As a feminist adult, I certainly have reservations about how Sturgeon wrote female characters. When I give his stories to women who didn’t grow up with them, my friends often say quizzically, “You like the women in those stories?” But all I knew then was that there were women in those stories: Arthur C. Clarke had no women; Asimov’s were way off the norm in one way or another; Heinlein’s were … well, entire books have been written about that. Sturgeon’s women were beautiful and smart, and they actually got to do things. Some of them were even scientists! That was enough for me then; a hell of a lot more than I was finding in most of what I read.


I can’t resist giving you a short list of favorites that aren’t in this volume: “Bright Segment” shook me up for weeks, and has informed everything I think about how and why humans abuse each other; “Thunder and Roses” might just be the best anti-war story ever written (though Kim Stanley Robinson’s “The Lucky Strike” is up there with it); “Bulkhead” and “The Other Man” both say important things about who we share our own skulls with; “Die, Maestro, Die!” is a chilling mainstream story set in the big-band jazz era. I think Judy Merril was wrong about “Mr. Costello, Hero,” which Paul and I both consider to be one of the best stories ever written about the lust for power. All of these can be found in previous volumes in this series (see the index in the back of the book to learn which stories are in which volumes).


Then there’s this book. I don’t think of this as Sturgeon’s finest period— few Sturgeon aficionados do — but still …


“Case and the Dreamer,” “Why Dolphins Don’t Bite,” “Blue Butter,” and “Not an Affair” are all the kind of stories I was combing early Groff Conklin anthologies for: single stories good enough to warrant buying the whole book, even if there’s nothing else there. And even the smallest, most trivial stories (and this volume has some) have those well-written sentences, those developed characters, those small memorable moments. Sturgeon’s oeuvre ranged from good to great, and if there’s one thing this series proves, it’s that even the “only good” stories are worth reading.


A lifelong passion is even better when shared: Paul Williams is one of the few people I ever met who cared about Sturgeon’s work as much as (more than) I do. Paul’s story notes for the previous volumes were a labor of love, and a labor indeed. I deeply wish he were well enough to finish the task; and I thank him for his insights, his patience, and his readiness to involve me in this project of his heart.


I can’t imagine what it must be like for Noël Sturgeon, to travel a life from being a fictionalized character in your father’s stories to being the editor of your father’s collected stories. Certainly, I knew her name decades before I thought I would ever meet her. She has done a masterful job on these last volumes, and in doing so, she has brought Paul’s and my (and many other people’s) dreams to a most satisfying conclusion. I appreciate that more than I can say.












editor’s note



Theodore Hamilton Sturgeon was born February 26, 1918, and died May 8, 1985. This is the thirteenth and last in a series that features all of his short fiction. The stories within the volumes are, with some exceptions, arranged chronologically by order of composition (insofar as that can be determined). With one exception (“Tuesdays are Worse,” 1960), this volume contains stories written between 1973 and 1983, the date of Sturgeon’s last published story. Three of the stories, “The Mysterium,” “Seasoning,” and “Black Moccasins,” are previously unpublished. This volume also contains a biographical essay written by Paul Williams, editor of The Complete Stories, and an index to all thirteen volumes.


As this is the last volume of The Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon, it requires special acknowledgements. First and foremost, my deepest thanks to Paul Williams. To have all of Sturgeon’s stories published was Paul’s personal vision, and his gentle persistence, hard work, and encyclopedic knowledge of Sturgeon made it possible. He started this project in 1991, and stayed with it until Alzheimer’s from a brain injury made it impossible for him to continue. Though he could not contribute to this final volume, I would like to dedicate it to him. My attempt at replicating his excellent story notes is sure to fall short of his stellar example. Those who wish to give back to him for his lifetime of important work (for the science fiction community in particular) should visit http://www.paulwillams.com in order to help Paul and his family support his full-time care. Preparation of each of these volumes would not have been possible without the hard work and invaluable participation of Debbie Notkin (above and beyond the heartfelt foreword she contributed to this volume), and our publishers, Lindy Hough and Richard Grossinger. Thanks, Lindy and Richard, for keeping the faith. I would also like to thank those that originally supported the idea of this project and opened doors to make it happen: Robert Silverberg, David Hartwell, Samuel R. “Chip” Delany, Jonathan Lethem, and Harlan Ellison. Thanks to all those who contributed forewords or afterwords: Ray Bradbury, Arthur C. Clarke, Samuel R. Delany, Gene Wolfe, Robert Silverberg, Robert Heinlein, James Gunn, Larry McCaffery, David Crosby, Kurt Vonnegut, Phil Klass (William Tenn), David G. Hartwell, Jonathan Lethem, Harlan Ellison, Connie Willis, Spider Robinson, Peter S. Beagle, and Debbie Notkin. Thanks also to James Gunn, Kij Johnson, and Chris McKitterick for their support for Sturgeon’s work.


For their significant assistance in preparing this thirteenth volume, I would like to thank Jayne Williams, Debbie Notkin, Tina Krauss, Elizabeth Kennedy, Paula Morrison, Eric Weeks, William F. Seabrook, Charles Holloway, Tandy Sturgeon, Hart Sturgeon-Reed, T.V. Reed, Cindy Lee Berryhill, Chris Lotts of Ralph Vicinanza, Ltd., Vince Gerardis of CreatedBy, Bob Greene of Bookpeople in Moscow, and all of you who have expressed your support and interest.




Noël Sturgeon


Trustee, Theodore Sturgeon Literary Trust


http://www.physics.emory.edu/~weeks/sturgeon
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Theodore Sturgeon, circa 1980 to 1983, wearing the “Q” with an arrow that symbolized his credo: “Ask the next question.”










Tuesdays are Worse



He heard Angela’s voice as he let himself in. “… and for heaven’s sake behave yourself tonight. Daddy’ll be very tired.”


“All right, Mummy,” said the back yard.


Les stood in the hall, his topcoat off one shoulder, his hat half extended toward the shelf over the umbrella stand. He cursed himself for ever having mentioned this Tuesday business to his wife. He would know better in the future. It was one thing to get sympathy, another to stand for these catechizing silences, this careful consideration.


He hung up his coat, and as he did so his attention was drawn to the two new scratches on the hardwood floor. They curved around the newel, parallel, bright, and deep. Roller skates again —Oh, what was the good of it? What weapons do you use against such innate destructiveness and stupidity in children, after you’ve tanned their bottoms red and deprived them of everything you can think of that they might value?


Shuff-shuff across the kitchen. (You’d think she’d get rid of those old slippers, or get a pair that. … He shook his head wearily. Hang on tight. On Tuesday, the tapping of heels would annoy you as much.) “Les, darling! You’re home already!”


She came close to him. He put his arms around her automatically. His eyes dropped as he held her, and again he saw the scratches. He compressed his lips to keep from mentioning them right away. Why start out the evening with a fuss? She saw the lips, and an answering tightness appeared between her eyes. “Again today?” she asked.


“It’s Tuesday, isn’t it?”


She took his hat. “Go on into the living room and relax. Dinner in a jiffy. Roast lamb.”


He ignored the suggestion about the living room as if it were a pointless joke. “Where’s Rosalind?”


“Out back.”


He should have said, “Where’s Bubbles?” “Rosalind” was a name reserved for school, birth certificates, and stern episodes— a prelude to punishment. Angela said quickly, “She’s been very good today.”


He ignored this, too. Angela always spoke up for the child. He marched through the hall and across the kitchen to the windows, with their red-and-white cottage curtains. He had wanted Venetian blinds and straight drapes.


He peered outside. Rosalind, who was seven, was standing out there in the dusk, talking with another little girl. Les cast a quick and practiced eye up and down the flower beds. Everything seemed all right. Of course, the light was none too good. …


There was the faintest of crackles behind him. He whirled. “Don’t do that!”


“I’m sorry.” Angela said it so swiftly that it was out almost before he had stopped speaking. She stopped pulling her knuckles, dropped her hands to her sides. He squirmed his shoulders and opened the back door.


“Les.”


“Be quiet,” he said. “What do you want?”


“Where are you going?”


“I thought,” he said carefully, “that I would get a breath of air. Is that wrong?”


“No,” she said tiredly. She knelt and opened the oven.


He watched her. “Why the questions? What did you think I was going to do — spy on a couple of kids?”


She turned to face him, a two-tined fork in one hand, a basting spoon in the other. She said, “I have no idea,” and went to the door. “Bubbles!”


It came back like an echo. “Yes, Mummy!” and then, “Last touch!” as she thumped the other child and came pelting into the house. “Here I am, Mummy. Hello, Daddy.” She gave him a quick smile with the lower half of her face. She smiled like Miss Maison, the gaunt receptionist at the office, who smiled like that at him every morning, and who did not like him. Women. They learned their tricks early. Did them no good if you were onto them, though.


“Wash your hands, honey. Apricot pie.” Les wondered obscurely how this particle of menu affected the child. Angela’s “Dinner in a jiffy— roast lamb,” had struck him as inane. Rosalind went to wash, and came back— she seems clean, he thought— with a tuneless mum-mum-num-num which he bore with wordless fortitude. Finally, “Let’s eat it,” Angela said with her usual phrase.


Les wondered vaguely why he should be annoyed with any idea connected with “always.” It was possibly because he was beginning to doubt the “always” idea. There is no always. You may not always be master of your own house. You may not always have a job. Angela … there seemed an “always” about Angela, somehow, this pretty, inarticulate person who could always have dinner on time and refused to argue. He let his mind drift back to their meeting, where she sang. Sang. … She never sang any more. Hadn’t for weeks, at any rate. He shrugged, watching her.


Rosalind danced around her mother as dinner was served. She had Angela’s small wide-spaced eyes and placid brow, Angela’s carven mouth and emotional nostrils. All this was built onto a miniature of his own square frame.


Les took his place at the table, his eyes flicking over the setting. He did not like his napkin under his fork. His napkin was not under his fork. He did not like butter on his bread plate. There was no butter on his bread plate. He exhaled, waited for Angela to begin, and started to eat.


It was a delicious and interminable meal. Once Rosalind reached for salt, bumped her milk glass. It teetered. Les watched it and stopped chewing. Angela stopped breathing. Nothing spilled. Things went on. Rosalind, who usually talked too much, too loudly, and with her mouth full, talked not at all, and watched Les between bites.


And then Angela committed the real enormity of tactlessness. Possibly it was an attempt — any attempt — to fill the silence with small talk. It certainly could mean nothing — his office affairs were beyond her, or at least he considered them so, which amounted to the same thing. She said, “How’s Parks?”


How’s Parks. Parks, with his high forehead and large white teeth and pleasant, unshakable secretiveness. How’s Parks, who came to his office every Tuesday, and watched while Les entered and sub-balanced the Stockton account— the most important account the firm had, the account for which he had been groomed and promoted. Parks was there on Mr. Bryce’s orders. Parks was authorized to ask any question, to question any method. Today had been the ninth consecutive Tuesday on which Parks had spent the afternoon with him.


Once, weeks ago, he had asked Parks why he was there. Parks was very pleasant about it. He smiled, tapped Les on the shoulder, and said, “You’ll find out in time, old man. I really can’t tell you. I would if I could.”


Les could have gone to Mr. Bryce and asked him, but he didn’t dare, because of what he might find out. He racked his brains for some reason for which he might be fired— some little oversight in eleven years of steady work for the firm — and could find none. But bosses didn’t need a reason. The axe could fall at any time, on anyone. On any little man in the firm. And now, when he had come home, relieved at last of the pressure of the long hours with Parks, Angela was pushing it all back on him with her “How’s Parks?”


He glared at her, a lightning glance, a bullet of a glance. He said, “He’s fine.” That should stop it. And later, after the child was in bed, Angela would get a very careful exposition of the uses of diplomacy.


Angela said, “Still haven’t found out why he’s been sent to your office?”


Les put down his fork with great care. He lifted his napkin, dabbed at his lips, put the napkin down. He looked at his hands, front and back, and put them on the table, one at a time, one on each side of his plate. He opened his mouth to speak. Angela closed her eyes.


Rosalind cut piecrust with the side of her fork, lifted the piece she had cut without changing her grip. The sight had, on Les, the effect of a relay, switching in a new circuit. Almost joyfully, he barked, “Rosalind!”


The child jumped, blinked, and her face began to pucker up. “Be good enough to hold your fork like a civilized human being. It is not a shovel.”


Angela’s face became carefully bland. She reached out and touched the child’s shoulder. “Do hold it properly, darling,” she said, her voice like her hand, gentle. Her voice was different, though no louder, when she said, “I knew you’d manage to find something. …”


“No trouble at all,” said Les nastily.


“All gone,” said Rosalind, still using, at seven, the first phrase she had ever spoken. “MayIbescuzed?”


“Yes, honey. Hop into the bath, now, and come down for your good-nights when you’re all clean and shiny.”


Rosalind slipped from her chair and ran around the table — the opposite side of the table from her father’s chair. It was a longer way to the door. Good heavens, thought Les, does the child think I’ll reach out and clout her if she comes close? “Just a minute, young lady.”


Rosalind slid to a stop, paling, and put a frightened gaze up to him. In her eyes Les could all but see a catalogue of undiscovered crimes whisking past, as if they were printed on a revolving drum. Certainly there must be one that he could. … Broken flowers? Good clothes torn? Nothing spilled tonight. … Ah. Those scratches … the roller skates. “Rosalind, I am at my wits’ end. I simply do not know what to do with you. You are without doubt the most destruc —”


Angela clapped her hands. “Hop along, Bubbles! It’s late. Go on now— scoot. Quick!”


Rosalind waited for no second invitation. She escaped.


Les sat absolutely thunderstruck. “Angela!” he breathed. “I was speaking to the child.”


She rose, scraping and piling plates. “You were,” she said. “I saw you, Les. I saw you looking for something — anything — to punish her for. You’ve been looking ever since you got home. You went straight out to hunt for something the instant you got in the door. Just because you have trouble at the office.”


“You’re mad,” he said. “You’re out of your head. What’s got into you? You’ve never come out with such a thing before!” He forced a calm, felt for something solid in the shifting conversational ground, found it. “By what fantastic intuitive process do you connect my discipline of the child with any events at the office?”


“Oh —!” she said. “I get so terribly angry.” She rose abruptly and went to the sink. She tried to busy her hands and failed.


“Do tell me,” he said icily, “about how angry you get.”


“I get angry because I can’t talk. Because every time I have a thing to say, I cry. Oh, how I envy you your words! You always had words. I fell in love with you and your words. Only a big man, a good man, could think so — so clean, and have all those words.” She stopped, put up her apron and into its folds released one high, broken sob. She tore off a paper towel, blew her nose, threw the towel away and came back to sit opposite him. Her face was blotched and her eyes so bright they looked sick. “I never can say anything,” she half-whispered. “I always have to go and cry. So I don’t talk. It isn’t worth it.”


“It is in this case,” he said. “You’ve gone too far to stop.”


“Oh, I’ll go on,” she said miserably. “Yes, I will. …” Something within him twisted, and for a moment he wished he had not forced her, wished he could make her stop.


She said, “I don’t think you’re big any more. If you were, you’d know it. It wouldn’t need proving. What you were doing this evening, what you do every Tuesday now, was to prove that you were bigger and stronger than — than Bubbles.”


“That,” he roared, “will be just about enough of …” But she went right on talking. He realized, in the midst of his fury, that she had started and would not stop until she was finished. It did not matter how angry he got. It did not matter, even, whether he listened or not. She crouched on the edge of her chair, her head tipped oddly sidewise. Her eyes seemed not to be seeing, and tears crept down her patchy, flushed cheeks. And she went right on talking, crooning, almost.


“Fear means everything to you. I never knew it because I never had to be afraid of you. I worked too hard, did too much. You couldn’t be angry at me. Now you are afraid for your job, because of Parks. You are being treated like a little man at work, and it makes you try to be a big man at home. You are afraid.


“You are afraid and you don’t have to be, because there are other jobs in town besides the one you have, and because you have done nothing to get fired for. Fear means more to you than good sense. You are ruled by fear and you try to rule by fear. Bubbles is the only one in the world you think you can make afraid, and you’re not sure of that so you have to prove it all the time. You were fine and wonderful and big, and now you are small and afraid.”


“Stop saying that,” he said ominously.


“You are afraid,” she droned, “You are afraid.”


He rose and clenched his fist.


“Mummy?”


Rosalind entered the kitchen, glowing from her bath. She wore flannel pyjamas and a dressing gown with a crazy zigzag pattern. She went to her mother. “I’m clean,” she confided. “Is Daddy sick?”


Over the child’s head, Angela said, “Yes, honey.”


“Bubbles,” said Les hoarsely, “come here.”


Angela held the child’s shoulders while she searched his face. Apparently she found what she was looking for. “Go on, cookie,” she murmured.


Les picked up his daughter, who was stiff and puzzled. He set her in his lap and put his arms around her. “Bubbles, tell me something. Tell me the truth. I promise I won’t—I won’t spank you.” He cleared his throat. “When you do something wrong, I punish you. Right?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Yes. Now, do I always punish you the same? I mean, if you do something bad, like break flowers or spill Mummy’s perfume, do I always punish you just as hard?”


“I guess so.”


He licked his lips. “Bubbles, this is awfully important. Tell me the truth. Is there any time when I punish you harder?”


“Yes,” she said gravely. “It’s worse on Tuesdays.”


He made a sound that was not a word, and held her tight. He held her so tight that she screwed up her eyes. When he released her she looked at him. “Gee!” she said. She reached over and pulled his nose. She pulled it twice before he could make the noise like the auto horn. How long had it been since they had played that?


He kissed her. “Come on, honey,” said Angela. They went away and left him alone.


The phone rang after a time. Angela was still upstairs. He took the call.


When Angela came back, he was washing the dishes. Angela said nothing. She got a towel and began drying.


“That call,” he said, in an awestruck voice. “It was Bryce.”


“Bryce,” she said, without anything but acknowledgment in her tone.


“He was very polite. The big boss himself. … He asked me what I thought of Parks. I said I thought he was a good accountant. What else could I say? Bryce … thanked me for my opinion. He apologized for disturbing me at home. Then he told me …”


“Told you what?” asked Angela, when she could stand the choked silence no longer.


“We’re opening a new branch in Calgary,” he said. “Until tonight only three men knew about it— a top business secret. Parks is slated to manage the new branch, and he’s been around learning all the ropes from … from. …” He shook his head wonderingly, “from ‘the best men in the company.’”


He looked at Angela. Her face was still, not smiling, not frowning. “He … asked me if I wanted to manage the new branch and I told him. …” His eyes rested on the cottage curtains, which were not Venetian blinds. “I told him no, I like it just the way it is. He was very … relieved. He hoped I’d say that. He needs me here. He said he had to ask me because I deserved it.” He looked down at her tear-stung, waiting eyes, and said again, “Deserved it.” He wagged his head and whispered, “Me.”


Abruptly he threw his arms around her, with his wet soapy hands, and buried his face in her hair and the side of her neck. She stood acquiescent, not helping, not hindering. He held on to her and was full of words, bursting with words, and could find hardly a one that was any good. He said at last, “You get afraid too.”


She nodded against his cheek without speaking.


“You’re pretty small yourself.”


“Yes.”


“No you’re not,” he whispered. “No, you’re —” But then the words deserted him altogether.










Case and the Dreamer



If, at the very moment Case died, someone had aimed a laser (a tight one, one of the highest intensity ever) at the spot from Earth, and if you could have hidden the beam-front for a thousand years (you couldn’t, of course, and anyway, nobody aimed, nobody knew), you might have seen his coffin.


It wasn’t meant to be a coffin. Ships have lifeboats when they fail, and the boats have life belts in case they fail, and the coffin had once answered that purpose; but now and for all those centuries, it was and had been Case’s coffin.


It lay in lightlessness, its wide-spectrum shrieks of distress forever stilled. It tumbled ever so slowly, pressed long ago by light long gone, because it had never been told to stop.


Case, aged a thousand and some hundred and perhaps a couple of dozen and a fraction (but then, do the dead grow older?), lay in the sealed cylinder, dressed in inboard fatigues (which long ago — even in Case’s long ago — had evolved into practically nothing) consisting of barely enough material to carry his brassard: Senior Grade Lieutenant, and the convoluted symbol of his service branch. Xn, it read, once you got past the art: Ex— on many levels: exploration, extrasolar, extragalactic, extratemporal, and more; plus the possibility matrix; expatriate, ex-serviceman, ex-officio, exit … for on entering Xn, no man made plans for himself — not if they involved any “here,” any “now.” Or anyone. …


An invisible, intangible something brushed the coffin, just once (for once was enough), and there then appeared something utterly outside Case’s experience in all the exploration, all the discovery, all the adventure in his conscious life. It was a stroboscopic flicker which, more swiftly than the eye could comprehend or the brain register, became with each pulse a structure twice as large as it had been before, until it reached a point hardly ten meters away from the tumbling coffin, and stopped, glowing. There was no deceleration in this approach, for there was no motion as motion is understood. With each pulsation the craft for it was indeed a ship — ceased to exist here and reappeared there. The distance between here and there was controllable and could vary widely; it must be so, for the approach (if it can be called an approach, in a vessel which in and of itself never moved) doubled its apparent size except for the last three pulses, during which its “approach” was meters, a meter, some centimeters.


A brief pause, then a disk no larger than a saucer spun out from the seamless hull of the vessel, hovered for a moment near the slowly tumbling coffin, then fell back and around to match its rotation. It placed itself near one end of the coffin and emitted a squirt of flame, and another. The tumbling slowed and, with a third impulse, stopped.


Another pause, while emanations from the ship probed, bathed, searched, touched, tested, checked, and rechecked. Then on the flawless hull appeared a pair of lines and another, transverse, making a rectangle. Inside, the rectangle the hull appeared to dissolve. The tiny saucer moved behind the coffin and made its meticulous squirt, and the coffin moved precisely through the intersection of imaginary diagonals athwart the doorway.


Inside, four columns of pale orange light sprang upward from the deck, supporting and guiding the coffin until it was fully inside, whereupon the rectangular opening hazed over, darkened, became solid, seamless hull again. With a brief, shrill hiss, atmospheric pressure appeared, equalizing the outside of the coffin’s shell with whatever was inside. Then the orange beams turned the coffin and moved it toward a spot on the forward bulkhead that irised open to a corridor, a tall oval in cross-section, glowing with sourceless, shadowless, pale blue-white light. Again a doorway shut behind the coffin, and it was moved smoothly and silently up the corridor, past a row of closed oval doors and shuttered ports, to an open door near the far forward end of the corridor. Here the beams checked the coffin; turned it, and slid it into a room. It came to rest in a space between two banks of equipment. On the left was apparently a control panel of some complex kind, though it carried no switches or knobs, but had instead arrays of small disks floating two handsbreaths away from the panels, each, when activated, glowing with its own hue and with intensity according to the degree of function. On the right was a great bank of indicators. Case (if he had been alive) would have found the calibrations and indicators incomprehensible.


There appeared on the walkway that now surrounded the coffin a blue man, hooded and gloved, whose body dazzled without being excessively bright, who seemed to be not quite transparent yet not solid, who seemed in some way out of focus. At no time did he touch anything with his small hands, and he moved without a stride — he seemed to glide or slide from place to place.


He stood for a time with his hands behind him and his hooded head bent, regarding the coffin, and then turned to the control bank. Deftly he activated a half-dozen systems by passing his hand between the face of the console and one after another, of the floating disks, each of which lit up. A gate at the front of the room opened and two metal arms, bearing a semicircle of glowing busbar, moved the length of the coffin, down and back. The field of the curved busbar rendered the top half of the coffin transparent. The arms retracted, the gate closed. The blue man made his swift, touchless passes at the console and the various glowing, floating disks faded to dark.


The blue man placed his hands behind his back and stood for a long time regarding the body inside the coffin — the (compared with his own) overlong arms and legs, the hint of bony ridges over the corpse’s eyes, the heavy pectoral muscles and the flat stomach. After a time he glided around to the other side of the coffin and inspected that view, the hollow needles still embedded in the antecubitals, the bronze-colored, tonsure-shaped helmet clamped to the head, at the thick hair which tumbled around its edges, and for a long astonished while at that phenomenon, once Case’s shame and embarrassment, later his flag of defiance — his beard, which in the last days of his life he had allowed to grow far past the limits imposed by Xn.


The blue man returned to the controls and set up a complex sequence. Again the gate at the front of the room opened, and a new device trundled out and approached the coffin. It looked like a fair segment of a planetarium, a multiple projector studded with gimballed lenses and the housings of small and highly diverse field generators, together with a positioning frame and sets of folded, tool-bearing arms. The telescopic legs arched and straddled the coffin, and positioned the projector over it. Urged by the sure, fleet hands of the blue man, the projector came alive with thread-like beams, some visible and brilliant, blue, gold, scarlet; some invisible but faintly shrill in the thin atmosphere which the room had assumed to match that inside the coffin. These beams were probes and stimulators, pressors and tractors, gauges and analyzers, samplers and matchers and testers.


Without pause, now, they reached their summations and took further action. Mechanical hands searched and solved the seals. Gases were mixed and injected while the atmosphere in the chamber was matched in quality and kind and pressure (a process which had no effect whatever on the blue man) and then the seals were cracked, the coffin opened. While the body remained where it was, the opened coffin sank away to and through the deck. Case’s corpse seemed to be floating in midair, which it was not, for although gravity had not yet been applied, it was held from drifting or shifting by the tractor beams, while the crouching machine tapped the tubes from the needles in Case’s arms, severing them as the coffin dropped away, replacing their contents with something new. The same process was used on the small bronze helmet, all its leads analyzed, duplicated, tapped, and the original severed and discarded. A diathermic field adjusted the body’s temperature, through and through, and all at once, tubed needles snaked out to the groin, the abdominal cavity, the sides of the neck. Warm fluids began coursing through them while pressor beams gently manipulated the joints, the muscles, the chest.


… and suddenly Case sat up, but you can’t sit up afloat in midair supported by intangible columns of force and entangled by needle-pointed tubes, electrodes, probes. Even so, his movement was so sudden and so violent that the swift reflexes of the blue man, the built-in fail-safes of the systems, could not prevent his wild angry flailing and his tortured shout, “Jan!” But that was as far as he got before the massive tranquilizer hit his brain and he relaxed, sleeping.


Two tubes were gently replaced.


A broken hollow needle was extracted and another put in.


And a sleeping man is not a dead man. Let him sleep, said the master computer, and the blue man dissolved away and the lights dimmed, and Case slept.


“Jan!”


Tortured and hoarse, yes, but it had not been like the syllable that tore his throat and half his mind, mingled with the continuing crash of his chemical jets, abetted by the crush of acceleration, a multiple of anguish and loss and terror and love and fatigue (he hadn’t known about the love before) on that terrible launch, the last before he died. There were the lifebelts, the coffins, side by side on the escarpment where he and Jan had dragged them, where they had tumbled in barely ahead of capture by the — by the —(a thought missing here: occluded, forgotten… ?) and— and—


And his craft was launched, and hers had not.


No-one, not ever anywhere, no one has been so helpless, so furious. Programming in the escape belts was so simple it was implacable; he himself had set up the sequences, he himself had taken the irrevocable precaution of locking them in, of tying his command controls to hers, of canceling any possible override. And—


And his craft had launched, and hers had not, had not, had not.


Jan!


Case slept on in the dimness, apparently free-floating, actually caged by gentle, unbreakable beams. After enough hours (the master computer knew exactly the meaning of “enough”), the sourceless light increased, and with it, the figure of the blue man appeared and gained its almost-density. Moving to the console, the blue man activated certain of the telltales on the opposite bulkhead and studied them. Apparently satisfied, he turned back, made a number of careful adjustments, and then passed his hand behind a master-switch disk.


Immediately a deep hum began; grew in intensity until checked by the blue man’s intangible hand, and then began to rise in pitch, fall again, rise and steady. It began to pulsate: eleven, fourteen, sixteen cycles … eighteen … and there it held. Then began a series of matching tones, high harmonics, multiples, tones set apart by fractions to set up beat frequencies; these in turn orchestrated to the heavy sub-sonics, the entire structure of sound constantly self-adjusting to itself and to the readouts connected through Case’s bronze helmet, until at last the whole living sonority was tailored exactly to him, to the emanations of his brain, the doorways of his mind, the subtle temporal cells, the neurons and synapses of his brain.


Case was no longer asleep. This was something far deeper.


Something began to press against the integument of his mind, gently, irresistibly, until it dissolved the wall and entered. It sought out those storage cells as yet unoccupied, meticulously respecting treasures and privacies, looking into nothing, asking only space to lay down new learning. Once this was found, it withdrew, leaving (remember: all is figure) a line into each compartment.


Now there swiftly flowed through these lines new knowledge and new ideation. Language. Idiom. The ideological, analogical, mythological underbracing of idiom. Case was given everything a colleague and contemporary of the blue man might be expected to have, except knowledge of himself and his current situation. That he would get in his own way, in his own time: the ultimate courtesy.


The hypnotic sound faded. The lights changed slightly. The blue man put his hands behind his back and waited.


Case awoke.


There is no end to the wonders of the universe, and no acrobatics of the imagination through time and space are needed to find them. A twentieth-century man could, if he would, spend half a lifetime in learning all there is to be learned about a square foot of topsoil, six inches deep. He would find animals and insects with marvelous abilities, able to speak languages of scent as well as sound; whole generations of aggression and defense; funguses capable of weaving nooses quick and strong enough to snap around a salamander, ingenious enough then to wrap and digest it. On the microphysical level are the endlessly subtle phenomena of solution and suspension, of freeze and thaw, while the living things encapsulate and encyst and metamorphose … no end of wonders.


Consider then the cattle tick. Hatching in the ground, she sheds and grows and sheds and grows some more, and sheds and mates. At last, carrying within her the encapsulated sperm, she climbs. Eyeless, she is yet guided to climb upward until she finds a limb-tip where she clings until her reflexes are fired by a single, special spark: the odor of butyric acid, which is found in the sweat of warm-blooded mammals. At that, she leaps and, if she misses, will climb patiently again and find another tip, and hang there waiting. She has been known to hang there for eighteen years— and yet will react instantly and fully in the presence of the one thing she is equipped to take and designed to need. She will feed for a day, whereupon she releases the sperm she has hoarded to the eggs she carries. She falls then and dies, and the fertilized eggs are ready to take up the cycle.


Her life, then, is composed of instants and episodes (as is yours) and could you communicate with her, she might recall episodes: the second shedding, the mating, the climb, the leap, the wait, through drought, freeze, drench, windstorm — why, that was another instant, another moment, for during that time she could be called alive only by nearly misusing the word; it was another instant, and less memorable than that first plunge into warm blood.


Case’s first awakening, then, was but an instant after that terrible launch (for he could, but would not remember the long despair during which he gave himself to the belt’s life-support, life-suspension systems). He might have forgone these through grief and fury had not his own emergency programming been as implacable and unforgiving as that he had laid onto the belts, unconscious, automatic, indelible.


(But hers didn’t launch, didn’t launch.)


Therefore Case awoke (the first time) but an instant after that terrible wrench; therefore his hoarse cry; therefore he was the only human being in all the universe who could remember so distant an event as the escape from that hellish unknown planet; and to him it was not distant at all. For such is the nature of time, that a man’s clock and a man’s soul might give him true measurements, but the truth need not be the same. If you are to understand Case, you must understand this.


So it was that he knew time had passed when he awoke the second time; he knew he had been asleep. He knew he felt well and rested, and that he was hungry and thirsty. He did not know where he was, and when he tried to sit up he could not.


“Lie still,” said the blue man. “Don’t try to move while I get those needles out of you.”


Case’s first disobedient reflex was to move, fast and hard. When he again found he couldn’t, he saw the sense of it and relaxed. The blue man made quick, sure passes at the console, and a piece of equipment glided out of the bulkhead somewhere beyond his head, came to him, extended glittering gentle arms and tools and drew the tubes, applied cool creams, released, untied, removed the various devices which had given him back his life (and all trace that they had ever been there) while he lay wondering what language the blue man had spoken — and how it was that he could understand it.


The equipment slid away from him and traveled to its gate in the forward bulkhead, which swallowed it. Case lay still, looking up at the blue man, whose hooded, concealed face could tell him nothing, but whose relaxed, hands-behind-back pose was one of watchful waiting. Mysterious, yes. Menacing, no.


Case moved tentatively, found no restraints, sat up. He sat on nothing visible and, looking down, found himself apparently afloat a meter above the deck. He had a second of vertigo, which passed as the blue man, with instant understanding, waved at a control. Case was immediately supported and surrounded by the soft, firm chair which faded in around him. He sat up straight, looked at the arms, around at the back, and then at the blue man, whose calming gesture was commanding enough, to cause him to lean back— watchful of course, but no longer alarmed.


“Lieutenant Hardin …”


Case blinked. It was so long, even as he knew time, since he had heard that name that he had all but forgotten it was his. It was a little like being called by one’s middle name, never having used it publicly before. “I’m usually called Case,” he said. “And who are you?”


A pause, then the blue man (faceless, but with a smile in his voice) said, “There really is no simple answer to that question. For the time being; just call me the Doctor.”


“Doctor.” The word meant the right thing as he said it, but felt unfamiliar to his tongue and throat. “Doctor,” he said again in his own (old) language. That felt better but he could sense it meant nothing to the blue man.


“That’s right,” said the Doctor, “you’ve learned a new language — new to you, very ancient to me.”


The idea of hypnogogia— sleep-learning — was not unfamiliar to Case, though he had never experienced anything as— well, finished as this. Learning and using information by hypnogogia had always been an instant translation (or rapid analog) process to him: think “cat” and come out with “gleep,” or whatever the appropriate word was in the learned system. In this case, he was thinking in the new language. Yet if he wished to use his old one, he could merely by decision, and without special effort. All gain, no loss.


Case closed his eyes. Did his new language have words for grief and anger and self-detestation? Yes, it had. Gratitude? Saved my life … There is this about dying anguished: that the anguish dies with you, and the pain. What then if you are revived, and with you, the anguish? This is what mattered at the moment, not a stupid “Where am I?” He was on a ship, which had picked him up. Whose ship, bound for where? That mattered too, but — not yet. Gratitude… ?


There were a million questions to ask, and nine hundred thousand of them conflicted with his conditioning: to give no information unless he must, and on certain matters, no information at all.


“You were the executive officer on the Xn ship Outbound,” said the Doctor, “an Explorer class discovery vessel launched from Terra Central on a mission to penetrate the galactic arm and make certain experiments in intragalactic space, among them being to test a new version of the flicker-field mode of faster-than-light travel. A design error caused the vessel to accelerate out of control to velocities exceeding anything regarded at the time as theoretically possible. Compounding the Outbound disaster was the ship’s ability to gather intergalactic hydrogen molecules for fuel, which, at the unexpected velocities, caused an increment exceeding expenditure of fuel. The only possible result must have been an explosion or other disruption of the vessel. What actually happened is not known, because by the time it happened the ship was far outside any possibility of detection.”


Case felt a flash of irritation. “If you’ve picked all this out of my head already, why go over it?”


Gently the Doctor said, “We took nothing from you, Case. We respect personal integrity above all other things, and the privacy of a man’s choices are his own. No: what I have just said came from the archives.”


Archives. Not files or retrieval banks— archives. “How long were we — was the Outbound, lost?”


“By Terra Central reckoning — some twelve hundred years.”


“I couldn’t have been suspended for twelve hundred years!”


“You weren’t. You died.”


After a time the Doctor said, “Would you like to be by yourself?”


“If you don’t mind,” Case whispered.


The blue man faded and disappeared: Case saw this, but could only stare dully.


Jan. Oh, Jan …


His mind then for a while was a wordless throb. Deep in his mind, where lives the observer all of us carry— the merciless one who stands off watching — was name-calling: Idiot! Sentimental slob! Why is it a greater grief to you to know she is a thousand years dead than a mere two hundred? And angry, are you? Angry! What are you going to do with your anger?


“Something,” he whispered. “Something …”


He flicked a slitted glance around. There was nothing in this bland place to strike out against, so with one blow he fisted his palm so hard he numbed it; and while waiting for it to begin to ache, he saw in memory a flash of ugly laughter. It was laughter all but standing alone, mouthless, deep, cheerful— the cheerfulness of a man with a better mousetrap; and Case (and Jan, and Jan) the mice. Why couldn’t he remember the mouth, the face, the situation? For he saw this laugh in memory, he did not hear it.


Occlusion — the profound will not to remember. Occlusion is an act of survival, an unwillingness to replay some terrible shock. Yet occluded matter always leaves a trigger in plain sight (here, a visible laugh) and that is also a survival trait; for the deep mind wants always to know where the danger is, and what to fear. To be as close to his deep mind as Case was (his training had made him so) was to tread always the edge of internal terrors, to be placed always at the point of decision: shall I recall the trauma? or bury the trigger again?— for only at this edge did he have the ability to react with the fabled swiftness of the Xn Corps.


He let the trigger, the laugh, fade and closed his eyes, commanding some alternative to come to mind. Anything. Anything else, anything instead. Something, perhaps, before the laughter.


Something like: before the laughter was the chase, and before that the landing, and before that the lifeboat, and before that … before that no one would ever know, because they had abandoned ship in the flickering grayness of translight velocity, under or over, who knew? There was no instrumentation for that, and no instruments told the truth anyway; electrons flowed in strange ways, coils and fields were distorted and wild. No one had ever been there before, no probe had ever reported back. Scuttlebutt, off-duty talk: What would happen to you if you bailed out of a ship at faster-than-light velocities? They said, as you reach it time approaches zero and mass approaches infinity. Achilles and the tortoise; as logic approaches perfection, truth approaches zero. Someone said C (the terminal velocity) was a gateway into another universe, or another phase in phased space. Some said, death and dissolution, for all the electrical phenomena of biochemistry would, with all the rules of physics, be so changed that organization of matter and of life would be disrupted. And some said no: transformation phenomena (mass into energy into space into time, each proportionately interchangeable) might retain pattern, and some inconceivably different form of life might be possible. Over it all was the certainty that to bail out, away from the guarding life-support, artificial gravity, and all the other tissues of the man-made womb that was a spaceship, would be expulsion into something utterly strange and hostile. Bailing out in the stratosphere, with 95 percent of the atmosphere underneath one, and a temperature drop of perhaps two hundred degrees … the name of that is Lethal. Multiply it by what, then, in space, in that strange country where time itself might turn on its tail?


And always the other argument: that velocity itself is not a commanding factor; that early in the days of railroading wise men said that the ears would bleed, the sight would fail, the blood be unable to circulate at twenty miles an hour; and that all the talk of C was the same logical untruth; speed has no absolute, velocity is always relative, and that the only danger in bailing out is the matter of being a hell of a way from anywhere.


Well, Case had found out (with Jan, with Jan) by doing it, and it hadn’t taught him a thing, except maybe that one can live through it. Not how, not what happened to them. The shrill alarm, the echoing-everywhere voice saying abandon, the clutch of fear on the way to his assigned lifeboat station when the mail hull started to buckle and the airtight barrier slammed down between him and his boat (and a good thing too; that whole section of the ship cracked away and exploded outward, boats and all) and the lights gone, the gravity gone, the wild scramble through familiar-unfamiliar gates and corridors to his alternate station, where he tumbled through the hatch (on top of someone else, he didn’t know who) and kicked out and squirmed around, treading the other as he craned back to the corridor to see if anyone else was coming; but then, you couldn’t see. If there was or was not, his conscience was clear (though his regret could never be) for the automatic override canceled his manual launch controls, and he fell back into the lifeboat as it clanged shut and banged away from the ship. The boat’s inertia-field took over at launch and saved them the terrible agony of acceleration, but its vibratory effect, chiming down the scale, was an agony of its own. His shipmate was as preoccupied with this as he, and the only thing he could clearly recall was a spinning glimpse of the ship with a ragged cavity in its midsection — the first part to blow off, the part that had contained his lifeboat station — limned in flickering arcs as the ruptured power cables lashed and vomited.


Probably they were both unconscious for a time. Case remembered a hazy inspection of the instruments, which had no useful information for him at all, except that the craft was sound and that its converter was picking up a reasonable amount of usable atomic hydrogen, so that fuel and life-support would not be a problem. Almost detachedly he watched his hands on the controls, running through the implanted checklist, setting the computer to hunt for a ship and/or a terrestrial planet, the drive to maximum (the computer would not use maximum, but in that setting, max. was available), and the life-support complex: on, with alarms. A touch on one control took inventory of all stores and reported them complete. Another applied spin. The lifeboat had the contours of a shark with an exaggerated dorsal fin. The body contained stores, converters, fuel; the fin was instrumentation and living quarters for six. Spin was on the long axis; subjective “down” was therefore in the tip of the fin.


All snug, all safe.


No hope.


Plenty of room, plenty of food and air for six. With two, it was palatial.


He looked at last at the other one — not that he hadn’t cared before, but because his ingrained priorities were condition first, personnel second.


His first reaction had to do with all the people it wasn’t. It wasn’t Old Growl, the captain, or that funny little Henny from the black gang, or Bowker, who had always puzzled him and whom he’d always wanted to know better when he could get around to it, or Mary Dee, who had never found out that he had liked her better walking away, such was her hair, such was her face. This was one of the background faces, one of the others, you know, the people that make up the bulk of the roster in your memory of one or another school you went to once. Gander, Dancer, something like that. Janssen. XBC, xenobiochemist, usually found in a corner with two or three others from Science Section, talking shop. Correction. Listening to other people talking shop.


“Janifer?”


“Janocek.” She sat with an elbow hooked around a soft stanchion, where she had anchored herself before spin. She had apparently been watching the checkout intently, following it step by step. Case outranked her; the conditioning would defer to him but make her miss nothing of the routine. Clearly, at this moment they both felt the weight of the programming leave them. Optimum conditioning takes care of essentials — down to the finest detail, true — but then it stops. They were on their own.


“Case Hardin, Lieutenant S.G.,” he said.


“Yes, sir, I know.” There was a foolish pause. He should have known she knew. There were more ratings than officers on a ship. To the ratings, the officers were never a, well, sea of faces. And his “S.G.” hung pompously in the air between them. Her eyes were long almonds, so bright they were opaque (but, one realized, not from the inside), and her hair was drawn back almost painfully tight from a seamless brow. She was slender, tall (both just this side of “too”), and there was an odd, controlled quality in her voice, as if it were kept in the middle register by a conscious effort. She asked, “What happened?”


He shrugged and nodded at the telltales. No ship, no boats, no planet, no sun anywhere. Some debris, dwindling as their launch took them away; nothing large enough to have saved or sheltered anyone, else the computer would have it reported. As they spun, a paleness washed across the screens: the end of the arm of a distant galaxy. Case touched a control and fixed a view of it. “Nobody tells the ratings anything,” she observed.


“They don’t tell a lieutenant much either. We were testing a new drive. Theoretically it wouldn’t work in gravitic fields of a certain density, so we headed for deep space with a conventional drive. By the numbers, we were okay; the math section gave us a factor of safety of three or better; I mean, we were three times as far into intergalactic space as we needed to be safe. Well— they were wrong, or the design was wrong, or they did something wrong on the bridge. They cut in the new drive, and couldn’t turn it off. Nothing could turn it off. It was working outside our power supply, beyond control. We just accelerated until we broke up.”


“And there’s no one —”


“No one.”


They found themselves looking at one another. What was happening behind the shine of those long eyes? Why you? Or was she mourning someone? For a second he had a deep flash of regret; he did not gossip, he did not pry, he never watched other people’s affections and partnerings and personal peccadillos. Case had a searching and hungry mind, but it was pointed at the job, the responsibility, the mission; a deliberate repression of his own wants and an earnest subjugation to those of his superiors, and theirs. He was a good officer. Whether or not he was known as a good man had never concerned him. And … perhaps it need not concern him now. He was half the population, and the ranking half at that. There wasn’t anyone else for her to set standards and comparisons by, and from the looks of things, there wouldn’t be. He sighed (why?) and turned away from her. He had nothing to recollect about her. He would have to start knowing her from scratch, from this point forward, while she … well, she knew who he was. In his world, one was used to living in close quarters with other people — there were so many of them, everywhere. But because there were so many, there was always a choice. But now …


He turned to the console, latched out the saddle and sat down. He stared glumly at the faint stain of stardust that was a galaxy— who knew which one — and the blackness everywhere else — and hopelessly set up the computation for its distance. Eight hundred light-years, nine? Something like that, surely. The boat could accelerate to a fraction of C— a large fraction, to be sure, but still a fraction — and the suspension gear might keep them alive for a minimum of two, a maximum five hundred years.


Of course, the boat was equipped to care for six; but could the life-suspension systems be manifolded, so that they could revive and use new gear before the old ones were played out? Would the unused systems be effective after that length of time?


He glanced over his shoulder. His biochemist might have some answers. But first— some numbers.


Expertly he flicked the computer commands, demanding the range and distance of the nearest planetary body. In scanning a galactic cloud, even at eight hundred light-years, the computer could only operate in an area of probability — to lay in a course to a point in the cloud where terrestrial planets were most likely to be, and terrestrial planets are not likely to be anywhere. He set the computer to seeking, and turned away from it. He had at last done everything he could, and he hated that, dreaded it. There was now nothing left but to face the whole matrix of things he had never concerned himself with nor trained himself for; for which no conditioning had ever been offered him and for which a single word— infrarational— had been a big enough discard bag for him. He was trained to confront problems, not people, not a person, not, for that matter, himself. He turned to confront it, her, himself, and she was crying, and she said, “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”


Everything about her, body and voice and eyes, asked only a simple answer, a denial, and he didn’t have it for her. He never thought of lying (that’s for those who knew more about people than he knew) and it never occurred to him to touch her, which would have served quite well, for she could have made her own interpretation. He said, “I guess so, Janifer,” and even got her name wrong.


“Doctor.”


The sourceless light increased and the blue man appeared. “I’m hungry,” Case said.


“In the chair,” said the Doctor. “Are you feeling better?”


Case knew what the Doctor knew from the wide array of tell-tales, and that it was not his physical condition that was the subject of the query. But “better”?


He said, “After the ship broke up I escaped in a lifeboat with a rating, a Janet Janocek, xenomicrobiologist.” The wide soft arm of the chair slitted open and uncovered a one-liter warm sucker. Like the wheel and the needle, the sucker’s design is impervious to centuries. He pulled strongly at it and swallowed. It was bland (he could understand this; tastes do change, and the whole posture of his — captor?— host? was to present, not to enforce) but satisfying. He eyed it and had another pull. He said, “I can’t remember what happened after we realized we were beyond help, out of range, with no reason to hope.”


“You were picked up in a ’belt— you called it a coffin. What happened to the lifeboat?”


“Oh, that was smashed up on the landing.”


The Doctor did not comment, but waited. Case said, “I mean, I can’t remember what we did all those days, 104 of them. …” What he meant was that he wanted to remember them in order, every hour and minute, because now they were precious, priceless, and because now he could not understand why, except for, certain vivid scenes, they were at the time a succession of gray on grays to be lived through. Because this was Jan he was with, Jan. Whatever she was later, she did not become: she was that, was when he watched her cry that once, sat watching her with his useless hands pressed between his knees, miserably, watching her cry until she stopped. Then the days … ship’s time said they were days; and you can sleep just so much and spend so much time in the tingler (had she used everything in the tingler? He had. Oh, Jan!) and then you check the console and enter “Ditto” in the log, and then there’s nothing else to do but confront the other person and you just don’t know how!


And all the while, he thought with a kind of awe, this was Jan. Thus it is when anguish and grief loop back on themselves. He wished he had it to do over, terror and hopelessness and all; a small price for those 104 days, now that he knew who she was. Had been.


“I remember,” said Case, almost smiling, “Jan’s starting a discussion with me about living, about staying alive — about why. Why did we keep a log and check the console and do the active and passive exercises and the tingler and all— why, when we knew we were going to die? And all I could say was, what’s changed? What’s the difference, really, between what we were doing and what we had always done? We knew where we were going to die — right in that lifeboat, when the time came, but otherwise we were just like everyone else, everywhere, trying to stay alive as long as possible. I knew she hadn’t wanted to die a hundred days ago and I knew she didn’t want to die this minute, and neither did I. But why now? She demanded an answer to that; it was just something she didn’t know. And I said I didn’t know either, but that everyone ever born has been under a death sentence just for having been born, and the fact that for us there was no hope did not change anything; hope makes life easier but it does not make life impossible; millions upon millions have lived long lives without it. And this discussion was on the hundred and second day, and the hooter started up.” And at last Case did smile.


“The hooter.”


“Collision alarm, condition yellow. Somehow out there we were coming up on something, or something was coming up on us. It was enormous, it shouldn’t have appeared as it did, so close and without previous warning, but it did, and don’t ask me for explanations. “It was a planet, larger than Luna and almost as large as Terra.


I shouldn’t have said ‘planet’ because there was no primary, but you’ll understand why I call it that.


“I thought Jan would cry again. Maybe she did. I was busy at the console.


“I probed for atmosphere — the object was big enough. Negative. I got it on the screen, and read the range, and I couldn’t believe it. To appear so quickly, it had to be approaching from ahead, adding velocities … and even then, it should have been detected days before. But it wasn’t ahead, it was angling in from the left. I computed the angle; it was only two hundred and fifty thousand kilometers away and intersection was a little over thirty hours. I got magnification on the screen … a rocky spheroid, but by radar alone I couldn’t tell much more than that.”


(And Jan had said; “Please … oh, please …” and when he turned to look at her she was standing with her hands over her ears: “Please turn off the hooter, Case.”)


Case did not explain to the Doctor why he had smiled again. “I needed light to make any kind of survey, but out there there was nothing, not even starlight. I remember thinking again that anything that size would have to have some sort of atmosphere, if only hydrogen falling in or orbital dust, so I probed again and got a positive.”


“Your instruments—” said the Doctor.


“My instruments were wrong,” interrupted Case, “or I used them wrong, or a lot of things happened I can’t explain. All I can do is to tell you what happened.”


Detecting Case’s irritation, the Doctor raised small, shimmering hands. “Please.”


“Or what I remember,” mumbled Case. “Maybe they’re not the same thing. …”


He took another pull on the sucker and swallowed and said: “I set up the spectros for analysis and that’s one thing I won’t ever forget— the readout for Earth Normal. It said 0.9, and then it waited and threw in another nine, and after a bit three more: 0.99999. That’s mean temperature and pressure as well as composition, and I doubt Terra itself would give you a reading like that. And there’s something about the way those nines came up that’s important, that I can’t quite get my hand on … I don’t know.” He shifted, picked up the sucker, put it down again. “I got some sleep then, six hours, leaving Jan on watch with orders to wake me and take her six. We didn’t know what we were in for and we wanted to be rested.


“When she woke me we had light. The planet, planetoid, whatever, it had light. It looked like those old photographs of Venus, when she was first observed, before the cloud-cover was dispersed. The radar pix were the same as before, nearer now, but the opticals showed unbroken clouds. The velocities were so nearly matched that I could trust the iron mike to hang an orbit. I left a running check on the nature of that light. It was white, more or less — a mix; it came from the clouds.


“We slid into orbit nice as you please, and dropped in close enough so the spin was an embarrassment. I set the boat into a tail-in attitude with the big fin leading, and a steady one-G deceleration, which made it comfortable for us and easier on the sensors.


“You can’t expect full and sophisticated instrumentation and controls on a lifeboat, but what we had was good and I used it to the limit. We had all the time we needed and the velocities were so well matched that the transition from orbital to controlled flight situations was made as gently and pleasantly as any textbook tour-boat ever did. I lost the red-alert feeling, canceled the six-on, six-off watches, and spent most of my waking time on the scans. Jan said she would make a report about the way I handled it.”


(Jan watched everything he did— well, of course, it was such a change from those other weeks; and she jumped to do anything he asked her for; and one day she said suddenly, “Case, you’re wonderful, you know that? And nobody knows but me. I’ve got to tell them, somehow I’ve got to tell them.” This disturbed him far more than any unbelievable planetoid, and he had nodded to her and turned back to his console, glad he had something else to fix on. After that she spent a lot of her off-watch time murmuring into a voicewriter.)


“I set a spiral so gradual and so matched to the atmosphere densities that frictional heating was not a problem, only useful. We braked with it, we used the heat for hydrogen treatment; actually, I do believe we landed with full tanks because of that, not that it did us any good. … We reoriented, nose parallel and hung on the horizon, fin up and the living quarters gimballed over so that for us and the boat there was up and down again. We circled the planetoid in the high stratosphere — or what would be a stratosphere on Terra— and mapped.


“Once into the cloud cover we found that it was just that — a cover. The air underneath was clear, with occasional … drifting cumulus; the weirdest thing of all, though, was that, from the underside, the cover was illuminated only on one half. I mean, imagine a hollow sphere, half black and half white, and call the white the illuminated part. The planetoid is inside this sphere, and the sphere rotates around it, so that even without a primary, the surface has day-and-night phases.


“I picked a number of likely spots and finally selected one. It was a long, narrow, sandy plain, like a beach, at the edge of a large lake, with forest — oh yes, there was vegetation — on the other side. It seemed fairly level and we could land on it with a clear run to get off again. I ran a full check on the manuals and then took over. I made fourteen, fifteen trial approaches before I lowered the gear and went in.


“You have to understand, the lifeboat was no kind of airfoil. She came in on what we called stilts— supporting jets— and maintained attitude with gyros. I was practically sitting on the stilts at ten meters altitude, and I had forward velocity down to about fifteen meters per second. A crawl. And then there was this terrible noise and we fell over sideways.”


(A tearing scream, edged, stabbing, and Jan’s screaming with it, and— and his too, he screamed: to be falling, to know in that split second that the boat was gone, that hope, born again, was gone again; and as they toppled, that other sound, that other terrible sound that made them scream again when terror overrode despair. …)


“It was a small lifeboat, but small is …” He spread his hands. “There were tons of it all the same, and it fell over and I could hear the hull plates crumpling and turning back. I think the two left-side stilts, fore and aft, cut out, and the two right ones added to the topple and she lay over on her side and slid and ruined herself. And when the fin levered over and hit the sand we were thrown so hard we hit the bulkhead, restraints and all— they pulled right out, they were never built for such a lurch from the side as that.


“It was night, that crazy kind of night, when I came out of it. I was lying on the sand with my head on Jan’s lap and she was wiping my face with something cold.”


(And breathing used-up little hics, dry catches at the long, far end of weeping. She’d been thrown clear, right out through a rapture in the fin, and in time had found him dangling against the outside of the boat by his restraints, with his blood painting down the bent plates. She had got him down somehow and then had gone off to the beach with a bit of foam insulation which she dipped in the water and brought back. When he got his wits about him he gave her hell for maybe inoculating him with God-knows-what from alien water. Her response, astonishingly, was to fall instantly asleep.)


“I hurt all down my life side, especially, the skull and my hip, both scraped badly and bruised. Jan was shaken up and for a while, two days or so, I was afraid of internal injuries because she vomited a lot and moaned in her sleep. Then I guess we both got sick for a while, a fever and blurred vision; it is asking a lot of the biosystem to be thrust unprotected into an alien environment, even a kindly one.”


(Kindly. Cool at night, warm in the daytime, clean air, on the high side of oxygenation. Potable water. It could have been worse — if that had been all there was to it. When there was more to it, it was worse.)


“It was at the end of the third day, as nearly as I can recall, that we shook off the sickness and were able to take a good look at the situation. We were bruised and hungry, but we were out of shock. Jan told me she had been having dreams— a dream, I should say, vivid and recurrent: a device like hands, sorting and shuffling cards, laying them out, gathering them up, shuffling and laying them out again, and she was the pack of cards. I would not mention that or even remember it if she hadn’t described it so forcefully and so often. I had my own, too; but then, fever, you know—” He made a wiping-away gesture.


“What were the dreams, Case?” asked the Doctor, and quickly added, “if you don’t mind —” because Case dropped the sucker, clamped his hands together, frowned down into them.


“I don’t mind … although it’s not very clear any more; I tried too hard for too long not to remember, I guess.” He paused, then: “Hard to grasp, and any words I use are like approximations, but … I seemed to be suspended from some kind of filament. One end was inside me, somehow, and the other was high up, in, shadows. Circling around me were eyes. Not pairs of eyes or one pair, but I forget the arrangement. And I realized that the eyes weren’t circling me, but whatever held the filament up there was twirling it while the eyes watched, and then there was—”


“Yes?” The prompting was very gentle.


“Laughing,” said Case, and he whispered, “Laughing.” He looked up at the Doctor. “Did I tell you about that noise just before we crashed?”


“You mentioned a noise.”


“Partly it was the gyro bearings,” said Case. “I found that out later, after the hull broke up and I had a chance to look at the drive sector. You had to see that to believe it. The only way I can describe it is to ask you to imagine all the bearing assemblies— every one of them, mind you— while turning at max, instantaneously turned solid, welded into one piece. The shafts had wrung big ragged holes in the mounts, and it was these spinning down, tearing everything apart down there, that made most of the screaming. The rest was Jan, well, and me too, and—”


The Doctor waited.


“— laughing,” Case said at length, and, “I don’t think it was a real sound. Jan said she heard it too, but it wasn’t a real sound. … Words are no good, sometimes. Whatever we heard; it wasn’t with our ears.” He closed his eyes and shook briefly. The laughter. That laughter.


Not Case’s laughter; Case was not a laughing man.


“We were hungry. I boosted her back into the cabin — the rupture was too high off the ground for me to get in by myself, and she rummaged around looking for something to eat. She drew a blank. Lifeboats are designed for survival in space, not for planetfall. Suckers and their contents are — were — constituted from raw elements which were useless to us without processing, and we had no power to process. There was a lot of shouting back and forth while I tried to find a way for her to override the fail-safes that had shut down the power when the boat careened, but nothing worked. She threw down whatever she thought would be useful— seat cushions and a big soft sheet of head-lining and some rod stock and other junk, and the first-aid case, which we didn’t appreciate much until later, but as I said, we were hungry. I don’t think either one of us had ever known that feeling before and we just didn’t like it.


“Jan had read that fruits could be eaten without preparation and told me about it, so we left the ship and went across the sand to the vegetated zone. The sand felt strange to my feet, not unpleasant, but painful as we moved into the soil and rock and undergrowth. The little branches lashed at our bodies; some of them had sharp points on them that scratched. We found one great bank of plants heavy with little round red fruits that Jan said were berries. She ate some and we waited for a time, but there were no ill effects so she got some for me. We also found what seemed to be large fruits, but on breaking them open, discovered that they were full of small crescent-shaped constructs with casings so hard we couldn’t break them. We brought a few of these back with us and cracked them against the hull plates with a stone. They were very good, very nourishing. We slept.”


(They slept on the sand and were cold, until Jan got the piece of soft head-lining and covered them. The heat of their bodies was trapped by it and kept them warm. It was a new experience for both, both having lived their lives virtually without clothes, in controlled environments, and sleeping weightless with a gentle restraint or supported by pressor fields.)


“The next day we went the other way to find food, to the lake. Jan went out into the water and washed her whole body in it, and called me. Since we no longer had the tingler I joined her. It was not the same, but not completely unpleasant either, and we did feel a lot better afterward. Up the beach a little way were rocks thrusting out of the water, and on them grew great clusters of bony things that Jan called bivalves. They weren’t easy to get off the rocks, and once touched they closed up tight; but we developed a skill with a bit of stone and a quiet approach, and managed to harvest a number of them. To swallow one at first was nauseating, but it was what you might call an acquired taste, and soon we were eating enthusiastically. It was while we were up there that the boat began to break up.”


Case looked up at the Doctor, standing patiently before him, but as usual his glance told him nothing. “It made a terrible noise, the plates shearing like that, and as we ran down the beach we could see it settling. It was just as if it lay in soft mud, but it didn’t; the sand under it was as solid as what we ran on, and dry. All the same, it was sinking, and breaking up. I’m telling you what I saw, what I remember,” he said defensively. The Doctor inclined his head and made a wordless motion for Case to continue. “I can’t help it,” Case grumbled. “It’s what happened.” When the blue man still did not respond, he went on:


“The nose and tail were crushed and sunk into the sand, and there were three new breaks in the hull. That’s when I saw the gyro bearings I told you about. The boat looked as if a giant had taken it by the two ends and bent it over his knee. The fin was flat on the ground now, and I looked in through the broken plates, and then while Jan screamed at me not to, I scrambled inside. It was a mess, the way she’d said it was, and worse. Nothing answered on the console except the Abandon matrix and indicator lights showing that four, of the six lifeboats were ready for launch and the other two inoperative. I touched one of them and a ’belt launched from the wreck, shot across the beach and crashed at the edge of the forest where it exploded and set fire to the trees and drove Jan half into hysteria. I tried to shut down the matrix but the controls failed to respond, so I backed out— into Jan, who was afraid something had happened to me. I ordered her out. I suppose I was fairly forceful, it stopped the hysteria … and got out myself and ran around the hull. All of the launch ports had opened— two were all but underground. I crawled into the third one, where the coffin had just launched, and it was still hot, and Jan began screaming at me again, and I didn’t care, I went for the leads from the control center and ripped them off, and then crawled back to the launch booster and began to pull and pry at the release toggles. They came up and the coffin slid out on its rails and fell to the sand. I got into the space where it had been and was able to reach the control leads of Number Three. I had no trouble with the releases on that one but it would not slide all the way out; it just nosed into the sand. Because of that I couldn’t get to Four. Five and Six were the ones the board had said were inoperative, and it didn’t make any difference anyhow; they were underground.


“The hull plates overhead somewhere made a tremendous crackle; I can’t tell you what it was like inside there; it was as if the noise was inside my head. The whole structure settled, and I can’t tell you how I got out—I found myself on the sand outside Number Three just in time to see Jan trying to crawl into Number One, screaming again. I grabbed her around the hips and snatched her out (she screamed louder than ever until she realized what had grabbed her; she thought I was still inside and was going in to pull me out. That Jan, she was— she —)


“Well …


“Number Two coffin was free and clear; Three was still half in and half out, and I realized that if the boat settled much more it would carry the coffin with it. I got hold of it, lifting and pulling. Jan immediately saw what was needed and helped me, and we got the coffin free. We fell back on the sand gasping and sobbing for breath, just used up — or so we thought until the lifeboat seemed to … well, bulge is the word, spread, as if a big hand spread out on top and pushed downward. The whole thing started to crack and crackle and something came loose and whistled through the air between us, and if you think we were terminally bushed— we did— we got terminally panicked. We must’ve scampered a hundred meters away with that noise behind us, pressure tanks banging and hissing and roaring, twisting metal crackling and screeching, and— and—”


The blue man waited. “And laughing,” Case whispered. He drew a deep breath and continued.


“When it was over … we thought it would never be over, we lay in a swag in the sand and watched our boat chewing itself up and the ground swallowing, it seemed to go on for hours … when it was over there was nothing but some tumbled sand, a great cloud of dust, and the two coffins and the junk we had thrown out earlier, lying there, some of it half-buried in sand and dust. We looked at each other and we were in almost as bad shape as the boat, only we weren’t buried yet. My hands were burned and one fingernail was torn half off, and the scrapes I got in the crash were all open and bleeding, and Jan was bruised and had a cut on her head and we were both covered with mudsweat and blood.


“We helped each other down to the lake and washed. We were too hurt and tired to think; maybe that’s what shock really is, because if we could have thought it all out then I think we would’ve just lain down and died. We didn’t know where we were, we didn’t know what had happened or what was happening or what would (except that whatever it might be, it didn’t have much hope in it for us.)”


Case sighed and placed his hands on the broad arms of his chair. Before he could rise, the blue man swiftly and considerately touched (in that untouching way of his) something on his panel, and decking appeared in the chamber. Either it was made or it was there all the time and only now became opaque. Case didn’t know, but it was something to stand on and “Uh!” His knees sagged and he caught at the chair arm. “It’s all right,” he told the watchful Doctor. He pressed himself upright; stood, walked a pace, turned and stood by the chair, feeling the newness of movement, its old, somatically forgotten familiarity. “This is one G?”


“Not quite,” said the Doctor.


“Try it.”


The blue man ran a hand partway around the edge of a disk, which increased its glow. The transition from one gravitic state to another is a strange thing indeed, for everything responds. The brain pressures the skull as the feet press the floor; skin high on the chest stretches, low on the belly becomes less taut; the cheeks, the hair, the masses of liver and gut proclaim themselves. When Case began to tremble he sat down again. “I guess it’ll be a while.” he said shakily.


“It will.”


“But I’ll make it.”


“I’d say so. You seem to have a special talent for that.”


Case said thoughtfully, “Maybe I do. But then, I had Jan.”


(“I had Jan.” Strong Jan, wise Jan, tender Jan.) Jan kept herself to herself, mostly, and took orders— not because she was a woman, because the Space Services in general and Xn in particular made no distinctions; actually there were more female officers than men; Jan took orders because she was a rating and he was an officer … to begin with … and after that her reasons were her own. Perhaps she was one of those who would always defer to a decision-maker, which Case was, through and through. And perhaps she had other reasons. She knew her specialty and all its peripherals. A good biologist (and she was good or she wouldn’t have been with Xn) is a physicist and a chemist, a physiologist and a cytologist, a geneticist and a zoologist. Her way was to remain alert to whatever Case was doing; to make herself available in every possible way, and to keep her id, ego, self, whatever that inner “who-I-really-am” thing is— to herself. It was Jan who reasoned that some of the food they gathered might serve them better, and cause less diarrhea and stomachache, if it were processed, and that an application of heat might suffice in lieu of something more sophisticated. It was she who took fire from the burning forest and preserved it, and experimented with the bivalves and fruits and later the fish they were able to catch (it was she who reinvented the gorge: the fish-hook concept escaped her). Case and Jan came from generations of people who lived in a world without primitives, in which the art and practice of living off the land were academicians’ mysteries.


It took them forty-three days to discover a solid-seeming out-cropping with the right slant, to get the coffins— lifebelts— up to it and bedded there, ready for use. They got them across the sand and into the water, lever and haul, roll, lift and tug, and floated them up to the closest possible point to the rocks, where they did the hardest work— manhandling them upslope to their appointed cradles and setting them in. They lay close to one another, almost exactly parallel and angled to the sky, and it was after exhaustive checks and rechecks of everything that Case bound the launching systems of both to the controls of one. Their drill took into account a number of possibilities: if there were one survivor, he or she would take Number Three, which contained the master firing key. If one were incapacitated, the other would load him or her into the “slave” and board the “master.” If both were ambulant, Case would take the “master,” Three. Case gave the two tiny craft meticulous checks on a regular schedule, and (sometimes by a huge effort of will) they touched not one crumb, not one drop, from the stores aboard the tiny craft.


They permitted themselves no fixed idea as to why they prepared this rather hopeless escape. The coupled launching, of course, would give them a fair chance of staying together in the gulfs of space. What would make them launch would be to get away from something or to get to something; and it was always possible that they would never launch at all: but “Better to have ’em and not need ’em,” Case said; “than to need ’em and not have ’em.”


They made memories … which, after all, is the only meaningful thing any conscious entity can do. Many were not to be shared.


Under the blanket she had improvised from some headlining: “Case, what are you doing?”


“Self-relief. Acceptable alternative to the tingler, according to the manual.”


“Oh. ‘Furtherance of psycho-physiological equilibrium’ under Health, individual, under conditions, emergency.”


“Right. Section —”


“I recall the reference,” she said: one of the few times she had ever interrupted him. “This isn’t an emergency, Case.”


He put his nose out into the chill night air and looked up at the black starless sky. “It isn’t?”


“Not that kind of an emergency.”


“We’ve lost our tingler.”


“So we have.”


“Oh, I see. You are prepared to take care of this for me.”


She said, “Well prepared.”


“I had thought of that,” Case said seriously. “However, it has been a principle with me not to extend my authority into the personal area. That is a presumption.”


“It isn’t a presumption,” she said flatly. “Women, too, need means for the furtherance of psycho-physiological equilibrium.”


“They do?” It wasn’t a denial; he had simply never thought about it. Now that he did, he realized with a flash that it must be so. “How very efficient.”


“Isn’t it.” Then she enveloped him wildly. He was shaken. He knew why she cried out (he was not completely ignorant) but not why she cried. It was as good as any tingler, and he could see that in time it might even be better.


And they built a shelter. The first time it rained at night was, in its way, the worst thing that had happened to them. The crash, their injuries, cut feet, thorn-gouged bodies, even hunger— none of these contained the special misery of being wet and cold in the dark with nowhere to go until the sun came up. They clung together under the permeable head-liner wet as worms, and the moment it grew light they began to build. They found a rock out-crop near the edge of the beach, with two large, many-branched trees near it, and by laying poles from the top of the rock to the tree-crotches, they had roof-beams. The poles were a special treasure; they found them in the burned part of the forest where trees had fallen.
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