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‘Dick’s plastic realities tell us more than we’ll ever want to know about the inside of our heads and the view looking out. In his tortured topographies of worlds never made, we see mindscapes that we ourselves, in our madder moments, have glimpsed and thought real. Dick travelled out there on our behalf. It is our duty to read the reports he sent home’

James Lovegrove

‘Dick quietly produced serious fiction in a popular form and there can be no greater praise’

Michael Moorcock

‘One of the most original practitioners writing any kind of fiction, Philip K. Dick made most of the European avantgarde seem navel-gazers in a cul-de-sac’

Sunday Times

‘The most consistently brilliant SF writer in the world’

John Brunner

‘Dick’s abundant storytelling gifts and the need to express his inner struggles combined to produce some of the most groundbreaking novels and ideas to emerge from SF in the fifties and sixties’

Waterstone’s Guide to Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror

‘In all his work he was astonishingly intimate, self exposed, and very dangerous. He was the funniest sf writer of his time, and perhaps the most terrifying. His dreads were our own, spoken as we could not have spoken them’

The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction
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For TONY BOUCHER

Ich sih die liehte heide 
in gruner varwe stan 
dar suln wir alle gehen 
die sumerzeit enpahen

I see the sunstruck forest, 
In green it stands complete. 
There soon we all are going, 
The summertime to meet.


Introduction

by Michael Marshall Smith

‘Everything is destined to reappear as simulation. Landscapes as photography, woman as the sexual scenario, thoughts as writing, terrorism as fashion and the media, events as television. Things seem only to exist by virtue of this strange destiny. You wonder whether the world itself isn’t just here to serve as advertising copy in some other world.’


 Jean Baudrillard, America.
 

There’s a characteristic shared by most successful action thrillers. They hit the ground running. The conventional wisdom of the make-your-fortune script gurus is you start a movie with an establishing ten minutes, to lay out the real world and let the audience settle in their seats, before you turn things on their head. The edge-of-the-seat action movies tend to ignore this. They say: ‘Yeah, screw that. We’re going straight in with the big guns, and then we’ll wheel in bigger guns. Plus you should see the guns we’ve got saved for the end.’ The hero is introduced in mid-crisis and the audience has to scurry to catch up, to leap aboard the chopper before it leaves the LZ bound precariously for who knows where. This generates an immediate feeling of breathless involvement, a momentum that never lets up. There will be light and shade, naturally – no great movie keeps shouting all the time – but basically the intention is clear right from the get-go. Thrills. Spills. Action. And lots of it.


Ubik, in common with most of Philip K. Dick’s work, is almost exactly unlike this – which is one of the reasons that adapting his work for the cinema is very tough. Piling on visceral action sequences was never high on Dick’s list of priorities. The first three scenes in Ubik are basically conversations, for example, and not short on exposition. But if you substitute ‘action’ with ‘ideas’, suddenly you realise that there’s a strong similarity after all, and understand how he generates so much emotional excitement with so few pyrotechnics.

Never mind action. Dick was writing conceptual thrillers.

The first chapter of Ubik kicks in with telepaths and precogs and a problem in the lives of those whose job is to stymie them. Through what is deftly unsaid Dick conjures a world in which all this is already known, accepted, business as usual. You’re barely coming up to speed with this before Glen Runciter is communing with his increasingly semi-dead wife Ella at the Beloved Brethren Moritorium in Zurich, a sequence of melancholy bravura most writers would save for a big reveal later in the book. Then you’re with the down-at-heel Joe Chip, sharing his hung-over frustration at a door that won’t open unless it receives its mandatory five cent ‘tip’- and confronted with a sassy young woman who, it appears, might be able to counter-attack precogs through altering the future, by … yes, going back in time. And never mind the fact that, through the epigrams at the head of each chapter, you already sense there’s some kind of meta-narrative of satire building too …

And at this stage we’re only about thirty pages in. This is the intellectual equivalent of taking the car chases and explosions and monsters from the first acts of Lethal Weapon, Aliens and all three Diehard movies and saying ‘Oh hell, let’s just have it all happening at once!’ Dick has barely warmed up yet: in Ubik, he has access to conceptual guns of near infinite size. There’s a lot more to come, moments both head-spinning (as when Pat first vertiginously demonstrates her powers in Runciter’s office, a trademark Dick sidestep) and stealthy – as when a phone book is discovered to be out of date, or the eerie, sad specificity of ‘All the cigarettes in this world are stale’.

This fecund extravagance with ideas is one of the reasons Dick remains supremely relevant today. One of the key challenges facing any work of futuristic fiction is that of lasting. It’s not the only important thing, of course, but if you hang out your shingle on the premise of saying what things are going to be like, and it turns out they aren’t, it cannot help but distance the reader. This is the tension inherent in all science fiction, and the bottom line is that novelists have little skill in predicting technological advances: otherwise they’d ditch the hard slog of writing and play the stock market instead. There’s also the matter of getting the resonance right. Even if someone does manage to predict people running around with portable ‘communicators’ or some such far-speaking device, they probably won’t also imagine the market in downloadable ring tones or soft porn wallpapers, or realise how much time will be spent using said communicators to bellow ‘The shuttle’s just getting into spaceport now, should be back at the livePod in 0.5 Earth hours,’ to people who already know what time you’re expected home, and don’t in fact really care.

Dick understood this. He doesn’t just hold up the prospect of the dead living half-lives, for example, but presents you with a situation in which it’s already going wrong. Again, a lesser writer would have saved this, frugally held back dysfunction to spice up the second act. Dick understood the human condition all too well and was committed to putting it at the heart of his fiction. He didn’t just know there would be personal computers. He knew they would crash, that the people who came to fix them would charge heavily by the hour, and be annoying, and no good, and in the end would just tell you to buy a new and more expensive machine – doubtless powered by the Ubik2020 processor, use only as directed, and never in the shower. In a genre that is often structured almost exclusively around ideas, this lends a dense and sparkly richness that is hard to find anywhere else.

But Dick sidesteps prediction, mere prose precog – and thus anticipates cyberpunk by many years – by focusing on the emotional and cultural currents of future times, on the human impact of change. It doesn’t matter that he still has people writing cheques and using coins in the future – rather than swiping cards or debiting off skin implants – because the real point is that people will still be underpaid, or need to borrow money. This grounding in the emotionally real also means that it doesn’t matter if the occasional verbal coinage sounds a bit clunky, because we recognize the notions themselves have modern currency. Dick’s speculated future vernacular also sounds less awkward than most, because it’s wrapped in a light touch. Humour was not unknown in science fiction before Douglas Adams, of course – Alfred Bester and Cordwainer Smith had it in spades, Asimov and Clarke their droll moments, and even Heinlein waxes hearty once in a while – but it’s very rare to find it combined with ideas of such profundity. So much genre writing (and fiction in general) is careful and po-faced and stick-to-my-niche. Most science-fiction novelists still write hard or soft, near or far, funny or deadly earnest. Hot or Cold, if you like. Dick had access to some strange third tap, and in this respect his imagination is reminiscent of the early work of that most futuristic and otherworldly of songwriters, David Bowie: producing vignettes of such quality, and standing so far to the side of the prevailing progression of creative evolution, that they transcend time. Listen again to Hunky Dory (1971) or Ziggy Stardust (1972) and tell me it isn’t so. Then read Ubik (1969), and do the same. I’m not a rabid Bowie fan, but the fact remains that David Bowie is fundamentally cool. He always will be. If at some point he becomes uncool, it will be the world that is at fault. The same is true of Philip K. Dick’s imagination. He put that stuff out there: it’s the universe’s responsibility to keep up.

Dick went bonkers in the end, of course, or so they say: but you tell me whose reality is the most skewed. The majority of the world’s computers are forced to speak the same flawed language, for which you pay a tithe to the planet’s richest man – our very own Stanton Mick (without the charisma)? One of the most popular television shows takes nobodies from the populace and locks them in a house in the hope one of them goes mad – Bedlam with advertising breaks? You couldn’t make this stuff up. But Dick could have. He understood very well the breaking relationship between the signifier and signified, the oncoming death of reality, the apotheosis of simulation – making inroads into Jean Baudrillard’s philosophical territories, and at exactly the same time: Mass Media Culture was published in 1970, and Simulacra & Simulation not until 1981 – the same year as Valis.

For in the end this is what Ubik is really about: time, and the nature of reality, its chimerical unreliability. No one has ever played with this subject as skilfully or with such hair-raising confidence. People have been playing catch-up with his Gnostic manipulations ever since, and you only have to watch The Matrix a second time to realize how intellectually plodding these efforts have been. It is Philip K. Dick that I’m most thinking of when I get annoyed with the general public for happily watching science fiction on the big or small screens, but being wary of contamination from the actual books. There are celebrated literary lions who’ve won Pulitzers and Booker prizes for ideas that Dick would toss aside in an early chapter, but … oh, what’s the use. You evidently already know the score, because you’re reading this.

Either that, or you’re about to find out.

If this is your first PKD, prepare yourself for having to find another foot or so of book shelving space. Ubik would be extraordinary if it was a one-off, a solitary super-charged flight of fancy in a long career of stodge. It isn’t. When choosing the best Philip K. Dick novel, you might equally well consider Valis and The Man In the High Castle or A Scanner Darkly and The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch not to mention Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? or Flow My Tears, The Policeman Said (surely two of the greatest titles in science or any other fiction) or Counter-Clock World or The Transmigration of Timothy Archer or The World That Jones Made …

There are lots of great Dick novels, and many superb short stories too. It’s all good, it’s all weird, and yet it all still makes sense. You can’t get this anywhere else. Don’t even try. Ubik is your ticket to strange territories, and Philip K. Dick was, to use the vernacular of his time, on some whole different trip.

Climb aboard, and strap on tight.
 

Michael Marshall Smith

London, January 2006


1


Friends, this is clean-up time and we’re discounting all our silent, electric Ubiks by this much money. Yes, we’re throwing away the bluebook. And remember: every Ubik on our lot has been used only as directed.



At three-thirty A.M. on the night of 5 June 1992, the top telepath in the Sol System fell off the map in the offices of Runciter Associates in New York City. That started vidphones ringing. The Runciter organization had lost track of too many of Hollis’ Psis during the last two months; this added disappearance wouldn’t do.

‘Mr Runciter? Sorry to bother you.’ The technician in charge of the night shift at the map room coughed nervously as the massive, sloppy head of Glen Runciter swam up to fill the vidscreen. ‘We got this news from one of our inertials. Let me look.’ He fiddled with a disarranged stack of tapes from the recorder which monitored incoming messages. ‘Our Miss Dorn reported it; as you may recall, she had followed him to Green River, Utah, where—’

Sleepily, Runciter grated, ‘Who? I can’t keep in mind at all times which inertials are following what teep or precog.’ With his hand he smoothed down his ruffled gray mass of wirelike hair. ‘Skip the rest and tell me which of Hollis’ people is missing now.’

‘S. Dole Melipone,’ the technician said.

‘What? Melipone’s gone? You kid me.’

‘I not kid you,’ the technician assured him. ‘Edie Dorn and two other inertials followed him to a motel named the Bonds of Erotic Polymorphic Experience, a sixty-unit subsurface structure catering to businessmen and their hookers who don’t want to be entertained. Edie and her colleagues didn’t think he was active, but just to be on the safe side we had one of our own telepaths, Mr G. G. Ashwood, go in and read him. Ashwood found a scramble pattern surrounding Melipone’s mind, so he couldn’t do anything; he therefore went back to Topeka, Kansas, where he’s currently scouting a new possibility.’

Runciter, more awake now, had lit a cigarette; chin in hand, he sat propped up somberly, smoke drifting across the scanner of his end of the bichannel circuit. ‘You’re sure the teep was Melipone? Nobody seems to know what he looks like; he must use a different physiognomic template every month. What about his field?’

‘We asked Joe Chip to go in there and run tests on the magnitude and minitude of the field being generated there at the Bonds of Erotic Polymorphic Experience Motel. Chip says it registered, at its height, 68.2 blr units of telepathic aura, which only Melipone, among all the known telepaths, can produce.’ The technician finished, ‘So that’s where we stuck Melipone’s ident-flag on the map. And now he – it – is gone.’

‘Did you look on the floor? Behind the map?’

‘It’s gone electronically. The man it represents is no longer on Earth or, as far as we can make out, on a colony world either.’

Runciter said, ‘I’ll consult my dead wife.’

‘It’s the middle of the night. The moratoriums are closed now.’

‘Not in Switzerland,’ Runciter said, with a grimacing smile, as if some repellent midnight fluid had crept up into his aged throat. ‘Goodeve.’ Runciter hung up.

As owner of the Beloved Brethren Moratorium, Herbert Schoenheit von Vogelsang, of course, perpetually came to work before his employees. At this moment, with the chilly, echoing building just beginning to stir, a worried-looking clerical individual with nearly opaque glasses and wearing a tabby-fur blazer and pointed yellow shoes waited at the reception counter, a claim-check stub in his hand. Obviously, he had shown up to holiday-greet a relative. Resurrection Day – the holiday on which the half-lifers were publicly honored – lay just around the corner; the rush would soon be beginning.

‘Yes, sir,’ Herbert said to him with an affable smile. ‘I’ll take your stub personally.’

‘It’s an elderly lady,’ the customer said. ‘About eighty, very small and wizened. My grandmother.’

‘Twill only be a moment.’ Herbert made his way back to the cold-pac bins to search out number 3054039-B.

When he located the correct party he scrutinized the lading report attached. It gave only fifteen days of half-life remaining. Not very much, he reflected; automatically he pressed a portable protophason amplifier into the transparent plastic hull of the casket, tuned it, listened at the proper frequency for indication of cephalic activity.

Faintly from the speaker a voice said, ‘… and then Tillie sprained her ankle and we never thought it’d heal; she was so foolish about it, wanting to start walking immediately …’

Satisfied, he unplugged the amplifier and located a union man to perform the actual task of carting 3054039-B to the consultation lounge, where the customer would be put in touch with the old lady.

‘You checked her out, did you?’ the customer asked as he paid the poscreds due.

‘Personally,’ Herbert answered. ‘Functioning perfectly.’ He flicked a series of switches, then stepped back. ‘Happy Resurrection Day, sir.’

‘Thank you.’ The customer seated himself facing the casket, which steamed in its envelope of cold-pac; he pressed an earphone against the side of his head and spoke firmly into the microphone. ‘Flora, dear, can you hear me? I think I can hear you already. Flora?’

When I pass, Herbert Schoenheit von Vogelsang said to himself, I think I’ll will my heirs to revive me one day a century. That way I can observe the fate of all mankind. But that meant a rather high maintenance cost to the heirs – and he knew what that meant. Sooner or later they would rebel, have his body taken out of cold-pac and – God forbid – buried.

‘Burial is barbaric,’ Herbert muttered aloud. ‘Remnant of the primitive origins of our culture.’

‘Yes, sir,’ his secretary agreed, at her typewriter.

In the consultation lounge several customers now communed with their half-lifer relations, in rapt quiet, distributed at intervals each with his separate casket. It was a tranquil sight, these faithfuls, coming as they did so regularly to pay homage. They brought messages, news of what took place in the outside world; they cheered the gloomy half-lifers in these intervals of cerebral activity. And – they paid Herbert Schoenheit von Vogelsang. It was a profitable business, operating a moratorium.

‘My dad seems a little frail,’ a young man said, catching Herbert’s attention. ‘I wonder if you could take a moment of your time to check him over. I’d really appreciate it.’

‘Certainly,’ Herbert said, accompanying the customer across the lounge to his deceased relative. The lading for this one showed only a few days remaining; that explained the vitiated quality of cerebration. But still … he turned up the gain of the protophason amplifier, and the voice from the half-lifer became a trifle stronger in the earphone. He’s almost at an end, Herbert thought. It seemed obvious to him that the son did not want to see the lading, did not actually care to know that contact with his dad was diminishing, finally. So Herbert said nothing; he merely walked off, leaving the son to commune. Why tell him that this was probably the last time he would come here? He would find out soon enough in any case.

A truck had now appeared at the loading platform at the rear of the moratorium; two men hopped down from it, wearing familiar pale-blue uniforms. Atlas Interplan Van and Storage, Herbert perceived. Delivering another half-lifer who had just now passed, or here to pick up one which had expired. Leisurely, he started in that direction, to supervise; at that moment, however, his secretary called to him. ‘Herr Schoenheit von Vogelsang; sorry to break into your meditation, but a customer wishes you to assist in revving up his relative.’ Her voice took on special coloration as she said, ‘The customer is Mr Glen Runciter, all the way here from the North American Confederation.’

A tall, elderly man, with large hands and a quick, sprightly stride, came toward him. He wore a varicolored Dacron wash-and-wear suit, knit cummerbund and dipdyed cheesecloth cravat. His head, massive like a tomcat’s, thrust forward as he peered through slightly protruding, round and warm and highly alert eyes. Runciter kept, on his face, a professional expression of greeting, a fast attentiveness which fixed on Herbert, then almost at once strayed past him, as if Runciter had already fastened onto future matters. ‘How is Ella?’ Runciter boomed, sounding as if he possessed a voice electronically augmented. ‘Ready to be cranked up for a talk? She’s only twenty; she ought to be in better shape than you or me.’ He chuckled, but it had an abstract quality; he always smiled and he always chuckled, his voice always boomed, but inside he did not notice anyone, did not care; it was his body which smiled, nodded and shook hands. Nothing touched his mind, which remained remote; aloof, but amiable, he propelled Herbert along with him, sweeping his way in great strides back into the chilled bins where the half-lifers, including his wife, lay.

‘You have not been here for some time, Mr Runciter,’ Herbert pointed out; he could not recall the data on Mrs Runciter’s lading sheet, how much half-life she retained.

Runciter, his wide, flat hand pressing against Herbert’s back to urge him along, said, ‘This is a moment of importance, von Vogelsang. We, my associates and myself, are in a line of business that surpasses all rational understanding. I’m not at liberty to make disclosures at this time, but we consider matters at present to be ominous but not however hopeless. Despair is not indicated – not by any means. Where’s Ella?’ He halted, glanced rapidly about.

‘I’ll bring her from the bin to the consultation lounge for you,’ Herbert said; customers should not be here in the bins. ‘Do you have your numbered claim-check, Mr Runciter?’

‘God, no,’ Runciter said. ‘I lost it months ago. But you know who my wife is; you can find her. Ella Runciter, about twenty. Brown hair and eyes.’ He looked around him impatiently. ‘Where did you put the lounge? It used to be located where I could find it.’

‘Show Mr Runciter to the consultation lounge,’ Herbert said to one of his employees, who had come meandering by, curious to see what the world-renowned owner of an anti-psi organization looked like.

Peering into the lounge, Runciter said with aversion, ‘It’s full. I can’t talk to Ella in there.’ He strode after Herbert, who had made for the moratorium’s files. ‘Mr von Vogelsang,’ he said, overtaking him and once more dropping his big paw onto the man’s shoulder; Herbert felt the weight of the hand, its persuading vigor. ‘Isn’t there a more private sanctum sanctorum for confidential communications? What I have to discuss with Ella my wife is not a matter which we at Runciter Associates are ready at this time to reveal to the world.’

Caught up in the urgency of Runciter’s voice and presence, Herbert found himself readily mumbling, ‘I can make Mrs Runciter available to you in one of our offices, sir.’ He wondered what had happened, what pressure had forced Runciter out of his bailiwick to make this belated pilgrimage to the Beloved Brethren Moratorium to crank up – as Runciter crudely phrased it – his half-lifer wife. A business crisis of some sort, he theorized. Ads over TV and in the homeopapes by the various anti-psi prudence establishments had shrilly squawked their harangues of late. Defend your privacy, the ads yammered on the hour, from all media. Is a stranger tuning in on you? Are you really alone? That for the telepaths … and then the queasy worry about precogs. Are your actions being predicted by someone you never met? Someone you would not want to meet or invite into your home? Terminate anxiety; contacting your nearest prudence organization will first tell you if in fact you are the victim of unauthorized intrusions, and then, on your instructions, nullify these intrusions – at moderate cost to you.

‘Prudence organizations.’ He liked the term; it had dignity and it was accurate. He knew this from personal experience; two years ago a telepath had infiltrated his moratorium staff, for reasons which he had never discovered. To monitor confidences between half-lifers and their visitors, probably; perhaps those of one specific half-lifer – anyhow, a scout from one of the anti-psi organizations had picked up the telepathic field, and he had been notified. Upon his signing of a work contract an anti-telepath had been dispatched, had installed himself on the moratorium premises. The telepath had not been located but it had been nullified, exactly as the TV ads promised. And so, eventually, the defeated telepath had gone away. The moratorium was now psi-free, and, to be sure it stayed so, the anti-psi prudence organization surveyed his establishment routinely once a month.

‘Thanks very much, Mr Vogelsang,’ Runciter said, following Herbert through an outer office in which clerks worked to an empty inner room that smelled of drab and unnecessary micro-documents.

Of course, Herbert thought musingly to himself, I took their word for it that a telepath got in here; they showed me a graph they had obtained, citing it as proof. Maybe they faked it, made up the graph in their own labs. And I took their word for it that the telepath left; he came, he left – and I paid two thousand poscreds. Could the prudence organizations be, in fact, rackets? Claiming a need for their services when sometimes no need actually exists?

Pondering this he set off in the direction of the files once more. This time Runciter did not follow him; instead, he thrashed about noisily, making his big frame comfortable in terms of a meager chair. Runciter sighed, and it seemed to Herbert, suddenly, that the massively built old man was tired, despite his customary show of energy.

I guess when you get up into that bracket, Herbert decided, you have to act in a certain way; you have to appear more than a human with merely ordinary failings. Probably Runciter’s body contained a dozen artiforgs, artificial organs grafted into place in his physiological apparatus as the genuine, original ones failed. Medical science, he conjectured, supplies the material groundwork, and out of the authority of his mind Runciter supplies the remainder. I wonder how old he is, he wondered. Impossible any more to tell by looks, especially after ninety.

‘Miss Beason,’ he instructed his secretary, ‘have Mrs Ella Runciter located and bring me the ident number. She’s to be taken to office 2-A.’ He seated himself across from her, busied himself with a pinch or two of Fribourg & Treyer Princes snuff as Miss Beason began the relatively simple job of tracking down Glen Runciter’s wife.
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The best way to ask for beer is to sing out Ubik. Made from select hops, choice water, slow-aged for perfect flavor, Ubik is the nation’s number-one choice in beer. Made only in Cleveland.


Upright in her transparent casket, encased in an effluvium of icy mist, Ella Runciter lay with her eyes shut, her hands lifted permanently toward her impassive face. It had been three years since he had seen Ella, and of course she had not changed. She never would, now, at least not in the outward physical way. But with each resuscitation into active half-life, into a return of cerebral activity, however short, Ella died somewhat. The remaining time left to her pulse-phased out and ebbed.

Knowledge of this underwrote his failure to rev her up more often. He rationalized this way: that it doomed her, that to activate her constituted a sin against her. As to her own stated wishes, before her death and in early half-life encounters – this had become handily nebulous in his mind. Anyway, he would know better, being four times as old as she. What had she wished? To continue to function with him as co-owner of Runciter Associates; something vague on that order. Well, he had granted this wish. Now, for example. And six or seven times in the past. He did consult her at each crisis of the organization. He was doing so at this moment.

Damn this earphone arrangement, he grumbled as he fitted the plastic disk against the side of his head. And this microphone; all impediments to natural communication. He felt impatient and uncomfortable as he shifted about on the inadequate chair which Vogelsang or whatever his name was had provided him; he watched her rev back into sentience and wished she would hurry. And then in panic he thought, Maybe she isn’t going to make it; maybe she’s worn out and they didn’t tell me. Or they didn’t know. Maybe, he thought, I ought to get that Vogelsang creature in here to explain. Maybe something terrible is wrong.

Ella, pretty and light-skinned; her eyes, in the days when they had been open, had been bright and luminous blue. That would not again occur; he could talk to her and hear her answer; he could communicate with her … but he would never again see her with her eyes opened; nor would her mouth move. She would not smile at his arrival. When he departed she would not cry. Is this worth it? he asked himself. Is this better than the old way, the direct road from full-life to the grave? I still do have her with me, in a sense, he decided. The alternative is nothing.

In the earphone words, slow and uncertain, formed: circular thoughts of no importance, fragments of the mysterious dream which she now dwelt in. How did it feel, he wondered, to be in half-life? He could never fathom it from what Ella told him; the basis of it, the experience of it, couldn’t really be transmitted. Gravity, she had told him, once; it begins not to affect you and you float, more and more. When half-life is over, she had said, I think you float out of the System, out into the stars. But she did not know either; she only wondered and conjectured. She did not, however, seem afraid. Or unhappy. He felt glad of that.

‘Hi, Ella,’ he said clumsily into the microphone.

‘Oh,’ her answer came, in his ear; she seemed startled. And yet of course her face remained stable. Nothing showed; he looked away. ‘Hello, Glen,’ she said, with a sort of childish wonder, surprised, taken aback, to find him here. ‘What—’ She hesitated. ‘How much time has passed?’

‘Couple years,’ he said.

‘Tell me what’s going on.’

‘Aw, Christ,’ he said, ‘everything’s going to pieces, the whole organization. That’s why I’m here; you wanted to be brought into major policy-planning decisions, and God knows we need that now, a new policy, or anyhow a revamping of our scout structure.’

‘I was dreaming,’ Ella said. ‘I saw a smoky red light, a horrible light. And yet I kept moving toward it. I couldn’t stop.’

‘Yeah,’ Runciter said, nodding. ‘The Bardo Thödol, the Tibetan Book of the Dead, tells about that. You remember reading that; the doctors made you read it when you were—’ He hesitated. ‘Dying,’ he said then.

‘The smoky red light is bad, isn’t it?’ Ella said.

‘Yeah, you want to avoid it.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Listen, Ella, we’ve got problems. You feel up to hearing about it? I mean, I don’t want to overtax you or anything; just say if you’re too tired or if there’s something else you want to hear about or discuss.’

‘It’s so weird. I think I’ve been dreaming all this time, since you last talked to me. Is it really two years? Do you know, Glen, what I think? I think that other people who are around me – we seem to be progressively growing together. A lot of my dreams aren’t about me at all. Sometimes I’m a man and sometimes a little boy; sometimes I’m an old fat woman with varicose veins … and I’m in places I’ve never seen, doing things that make no sense.’

‘Well, like they say, you’re heading for a new womb to be born out of. And that smoky red light – that’s a bad womb; you don’t want to go that way. That’s a humiliating, low sort of womb. You’re probably anticipating your next life, or whatever it is.’ He felt foolish, talking like this; normally he had no theological convictions. But the half-life experience was real and it had made theologians out of all of them. ‘Hey,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘Let me tell you what’s happened, what made me come here and bother you. S. Dole Melipone has dropped out of sight.’

A moment of silence, and then Ella laughed. ‘Who or what is an S. Dole Melipone? There can’t be any such thing.’ The laugh, the unique and familiar warmth of it, made his spine tremble; he remembered that about her, even after so many years. He had not heard Ella’s laugh in over a decade.

‘Maybe you’ve forgotten,’ he said.

Ella said, ‘I haven’t forgotten; I wouldn’t forget an S. Dole Melipone. Is it like a hobbit?’

‘It’s Raymond Hollis’ top telepath. We’ve had at least one inertial sticking close to him ever since G. G. Ashwood first scouted him, a year and a half ago. We never lose Melipone; we can’t afford to. Melipone can when necessary generate twice the psi field of any other Hollis employee. And Melipone is only one of a whole string of Hollis people who’ve disappeared – anyhow, disappeared as far as we’re concerned. As far as all prudence organizations in the Society can make out. So I thought, Hell, I’ll go ask Ella what’s up and what we should do. Like you specified in your will – remember?’

‘I remember.’ But she sounded remote. ‘Step up your ads on TV. Warn people. Tell them …’ Her voice trailed off into silence then.

‘This bores you,’ Runciter said gloomily.

‘No. I—’ She hesitated and he felt her once more drift away. ‘Are they all telepaths?’ she asked after an interval.

‘Telepaths and precogs mostly. They’re nowhere on Earth; I know that. We’ve got a dozen inactive inertials with nothing to do because the Psis they’ve been nullifying aren’t around, and what worries me even more, a lot more, is that requests for anti-psis have dropped – which you would expect, given the fact that so many Psis are missing. But I know they’re on one single project; I mean, I believe. Anyhow I’m sure of it; somebody’s hired the bunch of them, but only Hollis knows who it is or where it is. Or what it’s all about.’ He lapsed into brooding silence then. How would Ella be able to help him figure it out? he asked himself. Stuck here in this casket, frozen out of the world – she knew only what he told her. Yet, he had always relied on her sagacity, that particular female form of it, a wisdom not based on knowledge or experience but on something innate. He had not, during the period she had lived, been able to fathom it; he certainly could not do so now that she lay in chilled immobility. Other women he had known since her death – there had been several – had a little of it, trace amounts perhaps. Intimations of a greater potentiality which, in them, never emerged as it had in Ella.

‘Tell me,’ Ella said, ‘what this Melipone person is like.’

‘A screwball.’

‘Working for money? Or out of conviction? I always feel wary about that, when they have that psi mystique, that sense of purpose and cosmic identity. Like that awful Sarapis had; remember him?’

‘Sarapis isn’t around any more. Hollis allegedly bumped him off because he connived to set up his own outfit in competition with Hollis. One of his precogs tipped Hollis off.’ He added, ‘Melipone is much tougher on us than Sarapis was. When he’s hot it takes three inertials to balance his field, and there’s no profit in that; we collect – or did collect – the same fee we get with one inertial. Because the Society has a rate schedule now which we’re bound by.’ He liked the Society less each year; it had become a chronic obsession with him, its uselessness, its cost. Its vainglory. ‘As near as we can tell, Melipone is a money-Psi. Does that make you feel better? Is that less bad?’ He waited, but heard no response from her. ‘Ella,’ he said. Silence. Nervously he said, ‘Hey, hello there, Ella; can you hear me? Is something wrong?’ Oh, God, he thought. She’s gone.

A pause, and then thoughts materialized in his right ear. ‘My name is Jory.’ Not Ella’s thoughts; a different élan, more vital and yet clumsier. Without her deft subtlety.

‘Get off the line,’ Runciter said in panic. ‘I was talking to my wife Ella; where’d you come from?’

‘I am Jory,’ the thoughts came, ‘and no one talks to me. I’d like to visit with you awhile, mister, if that’s okay with you. What’s your name?’

Stammering, Runciter said, ‘I want my wife, Mrs Ella Runciter; I paid to talk to her, and that’s who I want to talk to, not you.’

‘I know Mrs Runciter,’ the thoughts clanged in his ear, much stronger now. ‘She talks to me, but it isn’t the same as somebody like you talking to me, somebody in the world. Mrs Runciter is here where we are; it doesn’t count because she doesn’t know any more than we do. What year is it, mister? Did they send that big ship to Proxima? I’m very interested in that; maybe you can tell me. And if you want, I can tell Mrs Runciter later on. Okay?’
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