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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.


      










Part I




ONE IN THREE HUNDRED











I



I IGNORED the half-human thing that ran at my heels like a dog crying, “Please! Please! Please!” I ignored it, except when I had to strike its arm from mine, because that was the only thing to do.


I was twenty-eight, Lieutenant Bill Easson, and a more unremarkable young man it would have been difficult to find. But now, through no fault of my own, I was a god.


I’m not going to try to tell the whole story of those last three weeks. That would fill a library. So if you’re looking for some big thing you know about and find it isn’t even mentioned, or wonder how I’m going to explain this or that and find I don’t, remember I had a job to do and had no time to stand and stare.


When I reached the main street of Simsville (pop., 3,261) I was soon rid of the poor wretch at my heels. Two loungers swept him away when they recognized me. I don’t know what they did with him. I didn’t ask. I never saw him again.


Pat Darrell joined me automatically. She didn’t even say, “Hullo.”


A little over two weeks before, when I came to Simsville, she was the first person to speak to me. “It’s all right,” she had assured me at once. “I’m just naturally friendly. I don’t want what everyone else wants. At least, I don’t expect to get it. So you can write that off for a start.”


Naturally, I had been suspicious, believing this to be a new play for the same old stake. Everybody wants to live. And what I brought with me, no more and no less, was the power of life and death.


But I had found that Pat meant exactly what she said. She was the most sincere person I ever met. She had come to accept long since the fact that she just wasn’t lucky. She never won anything. When she told me this I asked curiously, “Even beauty competitions?”


“Second,” she murmured briefly, as if that explained everything. In a way it did.


As we walked, Fred Mortenson favoured us with a jaunty wave from the other side of the street. Mortenson was Pat’s opposite. He knew he was going to live; it wasn’t worth even considering anything else. He had been lucky so often with so many things that there just couldn’t be anything wrong this time, the most important of all.


Mortenson was right; so was Pat.


Our choice must be representative, they had told us. No one wanted a new world with everyone exactly the same age, so that in a few years’ time there would only be people of forty and young children, and later only old people and youngsters just reaching nubility. So we had been instructed to pick out a representative selection of ten people who seemed to deserve to live.


Our instructions were as casual as that. Some people were never able to grasp the idea. They frowned and talked about psych records and medical histories, and started back in righteous horror when one of us told them what they could do with their records and histories. These people were back-seat drivers. They weren’t doing the thing, but, of course, they knew how it should have been done.


I had decided on my list early, prepared to revise it as various things happened, as they no doubt would. It seemed the best way to work—I could watch the people I had chosen and confirm their selection or change my mind. The list had changed rapidly in the first few days, but not much since then.


Mortenson was on it. Pat wasn’t.


The Powells were on it too, though no one knew that but me. Naturally, I kept my plans to myself. We saw the Powells just before we entered Henessy’s, and stopped to pass the time of day.


Marjory Powell told me it was a nice day. I agreed gratefully. The Powells, Pat and Sammy Hoggan were the only people in the village who could treat me as an ordinary human being. Jack Powell was one of those tall, quiet characters with an easy grin. Marjory, without being ugly, was so unbeautiful that she had been able to resign all claims of that kind long ago and concentrate on being a person.


Pat liked them, and so did I. We stood and talked contentedly, and only the knowledge that anyone I spent a lot of time with was marked out for active hatred and jealousy made me take Pat’s arm after a few minutes and propel her into the bar.


The Powells didn’t seem much affected by the shadow which hung over the world. Their outlook was that the thing was going to come, anyway, and they might as well carry on with their usual occupations and hope for the best.


The atmosphere in Henessy’s changed perceptibly when we went in. That happened everywhere.


Old Harry Phillips was there, and Sammy Hoggan, inevitably. They waved cheerfully to Pat and me. The others merely glowered, like children told to be on their best behaviour and immediately thrown on their worst.


We joined Sammy. Though he had taken the disaster badly, there were a lot of worse ways he might have taken it. He never talked about it. He was going to be drunk for the rest of his life. He was the kind of drinker who merely sat without change of expression and pickled his kidneys.


“Hallo, friends,” he said. “O tempora! O mores! Ave atque vale.”


“I understood the first two words,” Pat admitted cautiously.


“That’s all my Latin, honey, so you’ll understand anything else I may say.”


I was going to buy him a drink, but he begged me not to. “I’m just hoping Henessy doesn’t get some sense and realize money doesn’t matter any more,” he told us. “Because if he doesn’t, I’ll soon come to the end of this jag. I haven’t much money left.”


This wasn’t surprising, the way he had been drinking ever since I arrived in town. But Pat frowned. “You want to come to the end of the jag?” she repeated. “Then why don’t you stop?”


“To the simple,” Sammy sighed, “all things are simple.” He killed his drink without noticing it. “No offence, honey. But it’s like this. If I’d only had a few dollars on me four weeks ago, I’d only have been able to take a short dive into the rotgut. But I was out of luck. I had enough to keep me going for four weeks.”


“Four weeks?” I demanded. “Then …?”


It was seven weeks since it passed beyond doubt that the end of the world, which had been prophesied so often, was really fixed this time. Two weeks and two days since I started the job of picking out the ten people in Simsville who were to live.


With the occasionally uncanny directness of the very drunk, Sammy read my thoughts. “You think I’m drinking because the world’s coming to an end?” he asked. He burst out laughing. “God, no. Let it end any time it wants to. Four days now, isn’t it? Suits me.”


He could talk clearly and soberly when he was sitting down, and raise his glass steadily. But as he got up he was at once obviously very drunk. He staggered away to take some of the weight off his kidneys.


Henessy brought our drinks indifferently. He had no hopes of being one of the ten. He looked on his profession with gloomy disdain. Who would take a bar-tender to Mars? So, like the Powells, he went on in his own way: business as usual. But I liked the Powells. For some reason I couldn’t like Henessy.


Harry joined us. Harry was notable for his craggy features, his fatalistic philosophy, his imperturbability and his beautiful granddaughter. Bessie Phillips, at eight, was such a lovely child and had such a sunny nature that I hadn’t been able to keep her off my list. I couldn’t condemn Bessie to death.


If I’d been asked to justify every selection (but I wouldn’t be), Bessie was the only one I’d have to rationalize about. I could produce reasons, just as anyone else rationalizing can produce reasons, but the real one was simply that I wanted to take Bessie and I could. Some other lieutenant would include an old lady because she looked like his mother. Someone else would have good reasons to explain why he was taking along one particular fourteen-year-old boy and not one of thirty or forty others; the last he’d produce, if he had to produce any, would be that the boy reminded him of the kid brother who died under the wheels of a truck.


Wrong? Sure, if you’re still labouring under the idea that the way to do this was selection on the basis of psych records and medical histories, or that the chance of survival should be thrown open to competitive examination.


“Say, Harry,” I said. “You know Sammy Hoggan well?”


Harry knew everybody. He nodded, very serious. He knew that whatever he said to me, whatever anyone said to me, might mean life or death for someone. So it was a solemn business talking to me.


It had probably never crossed his mind that he might be one of the ten. When you really came down to it, there was a surprising number of people who took it for granted that they had no right to live, if only a few could survive.


“What’s the matter with him?” I asked.


“Thought you knew. His girl left him.”


“That all?”


“Son,” said Harry seriously, “I’ve lived a bit longer than you, even if you’re the most important man around just now. Never say, ‘That all?’ about someone’s reasons for doing anything. That’s only your reaction to the circumstances as you know them, and it means next to nothing.”


“Okay,” I said. “What was the girl like?”


“No good.”


“Because she left Sammy?”


“That among other things. Sammy’s a good boy, Bill. You’d like him. It’s a pity you’ve no chance now of knowing what he’s like.”


Unexpectedly, Pat said something coarse and regrettably audible. One of the unfortunate things about Pat was that she could get completely drunk on a thimbleful of whisky.


One of the others, though it ill becomes me to say it, was that when people called her the unpleasant things people so often call beautiful, reckless girls, they were for once perfectly right.










II



AFTER we’d had another drink or two I decided to go to Havinton, five miles over the hill. Pat wanted to come, but I liked her better sober. She got drunk easily and sobered easily. By the time I got back she’d be all right.


Something was going to happen that afternoon that I wasn’t going to like. I had put it off as long as I could. For a while I had thought I was going to be able to put it off until it was too late.


When I first came to Simsville Father Clark came to see me. I’d been told that if I was to co-operate with anyone, it was with ministers of all faiths. We were pretty free; we had little or nothing to do with the police, and nothing at all with other local authorities. But the job the ministers were doing, strangely enough, linked up quite well with ours.


Father Clark was one of those people who are transparently sincere and so humble that you can’t help being uncomfortable in their presence and glad to get away. When he said he and Pastor Munch and the Reverend John MacLean would like to have a meeting with me as soon as possible and discuss a few things, I was vague and managed to avoid fixing a date. There was a solemnity about working together with clergymen of three faiths that reminded me, when I didn’t want to be reminded, that I wasn’t just Bill Easson any more.


The three men of God were so busy that it was easy for me to keep stalling. Sure, I was shirking my responsibilities. My only excuse was that that was the only responsibility I was consciously shirking. Other lieutenants would have other things to square with their consciences. Men with colour prejudices would have to face up to the idea that the catastrophe wasn’t a special dispensation to remove all but pure whites from the human race; some lieutenants whose blood crawled at the thought would pick coloured men to go to Mars, knowing that if they didn’t they would never know peace again. Men who hadn’t noticed children for years would realize that there was such a thing as responsibility to young people; the intelligent would discover responsibility for the stupid; and, of course, all of us were adjusting ourselves to the idea that a baby just out of the womb, a dreamy, clear-skinned boy of eight, a beautiful girl of seventeen, a man in the prime of life and an old toothless woman were all units in the fantastic new numerology we were using.


Anyway, this responsibility had caught up with me. I was to see the three clergymen later that afternoon. Meantime I’d had enough of being important, so I went to Havinton. In Havinton I was just a man among men. The gods there were Lieutenants Britten, Smith, Schutz and Hallstead. From which it might be gathered that Havinton was about four times the size of Simsville.


It’s difficult to say how much warning we had of the end of the world. The first concrete thing was certainly Professor Clubber’s article in the Astronomical Journal two years earlier in which he said that if and if and if, the sun was going to fry at least the four nearest planets to crisps very soon. But who reads the Astronomical Journal?


No, it was a year before the possible end of the world was publicized even enough for crackpot cults to spring up—and God knows that doesn’t take much publicity.


The trouble was, at first it was more or less all-inclusive. Not only Earth, but Mercury, Venus, Mars and the asteroids as well. That was as far as any space-ship from Earth had gone so far. Some day someone would land on one of the satellites of the bigger worlds, but not in time to affect this problem. So at first there was no question of any refuge. No preparations were made—there was nothing to prepare for. And priceless months were wasted.


The sun wasn’t going to become a nova, or anything like that. It was only going to burn a little brighter for a while, like an open fire suddenly collapsing on itself and shooting out spurts of flaming hydrogen. Astronomers on distant worlds, if there were any, would have to be advanced indeed before they would change Sol’s brightness index as a result of any observations they might be making.


It was such a tiny change, astronomically speaking, which the sun was going to make that one could understand why cults like the Sunlovers started. The first I heard of this group it was a thousand strong. When I checked on the figure it was three million. A week later there were over a hundred million members of an international Sunlovers’ Association.


What the Sunlovers were going to do was just get used to the change before it came. They flowed to the tropics. They found the hottest spots on Earth. The SunA embraced sunbathing, primitivism, nudism, Egyptology, swimming, anything remotely connected with the sun. The SunAs, as they called themselves (pronounced Sunays), soon had a routine in which clothes were ceremoniously torn to pieces and the body was offered to the sun.


Well. But don’t let’s be hard on the SunAs. Fully 95 per cent. of them were sane, sensible people—it was only the extremists who carried out those stunts like walking through fires and burning ice factories and giving birth to children out in the blazing sun and publicly branding their breasts with the SunA sign by sunrays focused through giant magnifying glasses.


Most of the SunAs were people who thought that if they took the step of converting their environment from, say, furclad Alaska to bathing-suited Bermuda, they would have gone part of the way to being ready for the admittedly tiny increase in radiated solar energy. They didn’t get up before dawn to pay their respects to the sun; or if they did, it was out of politeness, not to the Sun God, but to the more fervid SunAs around them.


What the SunAs couldn’t or wouldn’t understand was that astronomical temperatures, even solar-system temperatures, ranged from —273° C. to 20,000° C. and humanity was only comfortable between 10 and 30. Certainly people could exist at below-zero and above-blood-heat temperatures. But while nobody wanted to claim accuracy to a degree or two, there was unquestionably going to be no place left on the surface of Earth where water would remain liquid ….


Then there were the Trogs, who weren’t so much going to get used to the new conditions as run away from them. Basically, if the aim of all the Trog societies must be reduced to its simplest terms, they were going to dig holes in the ground. Oh, certainly some of the Trogs were scientists genuinely planning on survival in a 250–500° C. world. They were working on a basis of shelter, to equalize temperatures; refrigeration, to convert the energy of heat to the task of keeping a few cubic feet cool; hydroponics, for food and water—all the obvious things. The only thing was, it was like trying to move a mountain with a wooden spade. It wasn’t going to work. Undoubtedly some Trogs were going to live longer than anyone else when the heat really came on, but that was all—minutes, hours or days. There just wasn’t time to find out how to make a bubble which one could never leave in a 300° C. world and keep it at what had once been normal Earth temperature. Our science was a caveman technology—we knew about lighting fires and staying warm, but our only solution when there was too much heat was to go somewhere else.


Yes, it was a pity we worked on wrong premises for so long. Until well on in July there was still room for doubt; but then two things were shown conclusively. One was that life would cease on Earth on or about September 18; the other was that Mars, instead of sharing in the disaster, would almost certainly be more habitable after the solar change than before.


It was a double blow. Before that, people could refuse to believe that the world was in any danger. After it, there was the knowledge that some people would live. The law of survival became: Mars At Any Price.


A few people who moved quickly enough actually gave themselves life simply by booking passages to Mars. But very soon the survival of the human race was organized. The planners and statisticians got to work. And about their deliberations and premises I know nothing.


The edict was that 1 in 324·7 people could go to Mars. That was pretty damn good, we were told. It could only be achieved by having every machine plant that could possibly be used for the job feverishly producing anything that could prise itself off Earth before it was too late.


Pretty damn good it might be, but it meant that 324 out of every 325 people all over Earth were going to die.


Somehow one person out of every 300 or so had to be picked out for a chance to live on a strange world. And the job had been given, rightly or wrongly, to the men who were actually to take them to their new home.


There wasn’t much time for argument. Friday, September 18, was deadline. For a few hours after noon on Friday the real space-ships, the ships properly built before the heat was on, would be landing and taking away extra cargoes of human beings. But by noon Friday all the rush jobs, the life-ships made in desperate haste for one trip only, would have to be clear of Earth. Otherwise they might as well stay where they were.


So they sent us out—us, the men and women who happened to be able to handle a ship—to collect the ten people who would go with each of us.


See what I mean about needing a library for the whole story? The details of how agreement was reached on that point would make a book.


We weren’t anything special, the newly appointed gods who had to pick ten people out of 3,250 or so. It just so happened that the way to get most people off the Earth was to build thousands of tiny ships into which eleven people could be packed. A little more time, and perhaps mighty ships could have been built, and a different method of selection employed.


Anyone who had any hope of being able to handle a life-ship was given a command. I had been a radio officer on an expeditionary space-ship. At that I had a better background than some of the men and women who were going to try to take life-ships to Mars. Mary Horner, the stewardess on the exploration ship, had a command, I knew.


In the end, of course, the real shortage wasn’t of lieutenants, but of life-ships. Otherwise they’d have had training schools set up to turn out space pilots in a hurry (normally, it only took five years).


I had been given Simsville, which was just big enough to supply a life-ship complement and no more. I’d never been there before, of course. Lieutenants were invariably sent where they knew nobody.


And, four days before take-off, I had my list of people who were to live.


The Powells. They were Mr. and Mrs. America Junior. Fred Mortenson, the brash, clean-limbed young hero-to-be. Harry Phillips, who wasn’t quite sure it was right for people to go dashing away from the world that gave them life, merely because it was now going to bring them death. Little Bessie Phillips, who didn’t know what it was all about (who did?). Miss Wallace, a schoolteacher and a good one. People like her would be needed. The Stowes, Mr. and Mrs. America Senior, and Jim, their son. Leslie Darby.


Because Leslie was going, Pat would stay. Don’t allow for what you think the rest of you are going to do, I’d been told, with all the other lieutenants of life-ships. But it was difficult to escape the idea that there would be plenty of young and beautiful girls on the list for Mars. So I had only one in my ten.


I had only three things to worry about now.


One: staying alive till I left Simsville. There were fanatics now; later there would be disappointed, angry, terrified people who would sink themselves in a mob.


Two: getting my ten away from Simsville. That wouldn’t be easy, despite what I’d been told and the arrangements which had been made.


Three: getting my life-ship to Mars. But that, the most difficult and important, was the one which worried me least. That was me and an untested, hastily built ship against space. The others were me against my fellow men.









III


THE three clergymen were met together at Father Clark’s house when I arrived back in Simsville from my brief holiday in Havinton. When Father Clark ushered me in there was that uneasy silence that comes when a group’s frank discussion of someone is interrupted by the arrival of the someone.


The Reverend John MacLean was heavy and blunt. “Let’s waste no time, Lieutenant Easson,” he said. “You probably think your time’s valuable, and I know I think mine is. Will you start the ball rolling, or shall I?”


I sat down and tried to feel at home. “You, I think,” I said. “Why do you want to see me, anyway?”


“First,” said MacLean briskly, “let’s get one thing cleared up. We don’t expect——”


“I know. You don’t expect to go, but …. But what?”


“Isn’t that a little unnecessary?” asked Father Clark gently. “I know you must have found it necessary to adopt a defensive, even a suspicious attitude, Lieutenant Easson, but——”


“Sorry,” I said. “Trouble is, it seems years since I could talk to anyone in a straightforward way.” I had a good look at them. Cynically, I had half expected that they would be squabbling among themselves, but I could see no sign of that.


“That’s part of our reason for wanting to talk to you,” said Pastor Munch. He was one of those little men with astonishingly deep voices. The room seemed too small to contain his vibrating organ tones. One was inclined not to notice what he said, so fascinating was the sound of it. “You see,” he went on, “the three of us here, Lieutenant Easson, feel we are responsible for Simsville. That is our success and our failure. We are not big enough to be responsible for the whole world. We must limit our sphere to be effective. I’m purposely not talking theology—my point is simply that anything which happens to the people of Simsville happens to us. And anything which is going to happen we must carefully examine and test and, if necessary, explain to our people.”


“Exactly,” said MacLean briskly. “You are an instrument of God. Sometimes the phrase has been used as an excuse. Instrument of a higher power. A shrug of the shoulders. Nothing can be done but accept.”


He leaned forward and tapped firmly on the arm of my chair. “That attitude is apathy,” he declared. “And apathy is anti-God. We feel, all three of us, that it is up to us to examine and test and, if necessary, explain, as my colleague says, this instrument of God. We can help or impede. Or we can guide.”


MacLean’s blunt, though not unfriendly, approach demanded frankness. “You mean,” I said, “you can help or impede or guide me.”


“There is no question,” said Father Clark quickly, “of impeding.”


Munch murmured assent, the rumble of a distant avalanche. MacLean said nothing, staring back at me.


“I didn’t want this meeting,” I admitted, “and I delayed it as long as I could. That was because I was prepared to promise nothing.”


MacLean nodded. “You came with your mind made up, in fact,” he said.


I nodded too. “Half made up, anyway.”


Father Clark almost wrung his hands. He was too kindly to like this kind of plain speaking.


“What did you think,” asked MacLean, “that we might ask you to promise?”


“To take all the saints,” I said bluntly, “and leave the sinners.”


I hadn’t noticed Munch’s eyes before. They were very soft, brown, very sincere. They met mine and I wasn’t quite happy. “Of course you will take the saints,” he said, “and leave the sinners. But you did not think, did you, that we should insist that only we knew the difference?”


“I shall take whom I like,” I said flatly, “on the basis of my own conscience.”


Pastor Munch nodded. “That is what I meant.”


MacLean nodded too. “I don’t think you’ve been thinking straight, young man,” he told me. “On your main job, yes. Perhaps you have. On the part we would play, no. How could we possibly dictate to you in any way what you should do? It’s a waste of time for us to decide what we would have done if things had been different. I’ve heard about you. I’ve seen you once or twice. I know you’re going to do your best. Therefore you’re the best possible instrument, and if I’d had anything to do with your selection I’d have chosen you.”


I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, unreasonably ashamed of it. Munch met my eyes again, and his own softened still more.


“We understood your burden,” he told me, “but we weren’t quite certain that you did. I am glad you do. You must realize its weight before it begins to lighten.”


More was said, and I think there were handshakes and blessings and promises of any help I needed. But I don’t want to go into that.


These three were not only priests of God; they were good men.









IV


I STEPPED straight from peace into hell.


I had seen signs that made it plain there was going to be trouble in Havinton. For that matter there was going to be trouble everywhere. But in Simsville, with only 3,000 population, I had thought I was lucky. A crowd in Simsville—even a mob, if it became that—could only contain 3,000 people. A mob in Havinton could be 13,000 strong—and that’s pretty strong.


But as I reached the town square on the way back to my hotel from Father Clark’s house I found things could be pretty bad in Simsville too.


Our first riot was raging in the square. I stood and watched. I was safe, comparatively. No one but a madman was going to harm the one man who could give him life.


There was nothing to indicate the reason for the fight. Probably no one knew it. Frightened people are angry people; and if a man is angry enough, a remark that it might rain is enough to start a fight.


Watching it sickened me. If I’d had any real authority I’d have tried to stop it; but I was nothing, and nobody could stop it. I had no backing. The police were there in the fight—whether as police or just as contestants I didn’t know.


I’d never seen a really dirty brawl. I’d never seen men throw children aside, drag women about by the hair, kick unconscious men in the ribs and stomach, and tear at each other with their nails. I didn’t want to see it. I moved to go, and then realized it was still my job to pick ten people out of this rabble. It was part of my job to watch.


Brian Secker had a man I didn’t know on the ground and was battering his head on the concrete. That was manslaughter, or very soon would be. Could I take a man I knew to be a killer to Mars? Secker came off the list of improbables and went on the list of impossibles. That was the only punishment I could inflict, and he would never know.


Harry Phillips was in the fight, but not of it. He was ignoring mere brutality and doing what little he could to stop anything worse. That was no surprise. I knew Harry. His place on the life-ship was confirmed.


I could see Mortenson on the other side of the battle, but he was fighting with a smile on his lips. To him a fight meant fun, not terror or torture. He fought men his own size. My gaze passed on.


It was a shock to see Jack Powell battering Al Wayman to a pulp. But then I saw Marjory lying unconscious beside them, and turned elsewhere.


I started towards Pat. She was almost hidden by three men. But past her I saw Leslie, trapped in a corner with half a dozen children she had gathered behind her for safety. I went to her instead. The three round Pat were only tearing her clothes, and that was to be expected.


But when I reached Leslie she screamed and pushed me towards Pat.


“They won’t hurt her,” I said. “She’s——”


“You fool!” Leslie shouted at me. “Look at them not hurting her. Naturally they’ll hurt her—kill her if they can. Haven’t you the sense to see that?”


I turned, and then Leslie didn’t have to urge me. They were using Pat as a punchball. People who can’t defend themselves any more can very soon be punched to death. Particularly women.


I couldn’t drag them off. I could only go and show them I was there. They could have killed me. But the knowledge that their only chance of life depended on me sobered them, and they slunk away. Pat was on the ground, unconscious.


I picked her up and took her to Leslie. She was breathing. She would live, no doubt. The children behind Leslie stared.


Pat opened her eyes. “God, what hit me?” she gasped. Then she saw the gaping children behind us. “Turn your backs, kids,” she said. “You’re too young for this kind of show.”


She was hurt less seriously than anyone would have thought.


Leslie pulled her dress over her head and helped me to get it on Pat. “That makes you Exhibit A in the peep-show, Leslie,” Pat observed. “Never mind, my need is greater than thine.”


The fight was suddenly, for no apparent reason, all but over. People disappeared like snowflakes in the sun.


That was our first fight, and very nearly the worst. People hadn’t realized, till then, what could happen when such a fight started among men and women who had only four days to live. They hadn’t known that they themselves would be ready to kill, and others to kill them.


Pat couldn’t walk, but she was very easy to carry. It was safe now to send the children home. They went with backward glances at us. Already, so little impression had the fight made on them, curious little sniggers passed among them.


As I picked Pat up, I half turned to Leslie, frowning. The kids were giggling as if at a dirty joke, not quite understood. Leslie was a schoolteacher, and perhaps precocious youngsters found prurient amusement in the sight of her dressed like a lurid magazine cover. But I had heard those sniggers before, when Leslie wasn’t around.


She read my thoughts. “It’s not me,” she said with an embarrassed grin that made Pat leer up at me. “It’s you.”


“Me?” Just in time I stopped myself twisting to see if there was a hole in my pants or something.


“The schools were closed,” said Leslie, “because it seemed silly to keep them open. Because teachers couldn’t be bothered. Because parents wanted their children with them. But we weren’t allowed to tell the children why the schools were closing.”


“I know. Mad, of course—why try to keep it a secret that the world’s going to end on Friday?”


Leslie nodded. She was talking very quickly, trying to keep my attention on what she was saying and off her body, I suppose. She needn’t have been ashamed of it. It was slight by most standards, but sweet.


“Yes, but don’t you see?” she went on rapidly. “We’re told not to tell them, so they learn about it from each other, in dark corners, as something shameful. Some parents, of course, are wise, and explain simply. But others run away from the problem and let their children learn the truth as a misty horror ….”


I could work out the rest for myself. It was foolish to try to hide this new fact of life and death from children; but it was no surprise that people tried it. They forgot, or didn’t realize, that while one could conceal facts from children, one could never conceal tension. And it centred in me.


I was taking Pat to my hotel, which was quite close. I shrugged off the problem of the children—I couldn’t carry everything. But I remembered something else which had aroused my curiosity even in the middle of the riot.


“What did you mean, Leslie,” I asked, “when you said naturally they’d hurt Pat and hadn’t I the sense to see that?”


Leslie went red as I looked at her, but it wasn’t a blush of embarrassment this time. She said irritably, “Don’t be a fool, Bill.” She was right. I was a fool. I should have known.


I looked down at Pat. “You know what she’s talking about?” I asked, more to get her mind off her bruises than anything else. But Pat didn’t know, and said so.


“They knew Pat was sure of a place on the life-ship,” Leslie said suddenly, bitterly. “Naturally they wanted to kill her. I can even see their point of view myself.”


Pat tried to laugh, but gave it up. “Tell her, Bill,” she said weakly.


But it was important that no one should know he was going to Mars, or not going. People could become desperate when they knew there wasn’t any chance. Even Pat, despite what she said.


So I said noncommittally, “Nobody’s sure of his or her place, Leslie. Until Thursday night, when eleven of us leave here, no one knows that he’ll go or stay. You can see it must be like that if you only think about it for a minute.”


Leslie frowned. We were in the lounge of my suite. I set Pat down on a sofa. “But …” Leslie said.


Pat really laughed this time. “Still don’t believe it, Leslie?” she said mockingly. “Listen. Bill and I have never discussed this, except when I told him, right away, I didn’t expect to be one of the ten. I don’t say I want to die—who does? But if Bill won’t tell you straight, I will. He wouldn’t take a girl like me to Mars. If he did, he wouldn’t be Bill. So I can just carry on being myself without trying to buy myself a place on the ship by being someone else. See?”


Leslie nodded, incredulously. “I’ll go and call the doctor,” she said. I threw out a shirt and a pair of slacks for her, without a word.
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