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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.


      




 


 


 


Tell of the day when We shall blot out the mountains and make the earth a barren waste; when We shall gather all mankind together, leaving not a soul behind.


The Koran: “The Cave,” 
translated by N. J. Dawood


“Well, there’s certainly something screwy going on around here.”


The Marx Brothers, Room Service




CHAPTER 1


“Well, Mr. Stone, what seems to be your problem?”


“I think I was kidnapped from nineteen thirty-one and brought here, and I think the aliens sent me back to put the whole human race in a box.”


“And why do you think that?”


“Because I’m crazy.”


The psychiatrist blinked and looked more closely at the detainee. He appeared to be a man in his late twenties or early thirties, clean-shaven, with a round cheerful face. He was wearing a brown suit and necktie, and carried a fedora.


The psychiatrist and the detainee were sitting on opposite sides of a chipped gray acrylic conference table with a mandala of coffee rings on it. The panels overhead were humming and buzzing in an irritating lack of rhythm.


“Mr. Stone, can you tell me what year it is?”


“Twenty ought two.”


“And who’s the President?”


“Tennafly.”


The psychiatrist scribed a note. “So, then, you believe you’re here because you’re crazy?”


“Don’t you?”


The psychiatrist blinked again. “Let’s go back a little. When did you first realize that you had been kidnapped by aliens?”


“When I woke up on their spaceship.”


“And when was that?”


“April fifteenth, nineteen thirty-one. Or the next morning, maybe. That would be the sixteenth.”


“What happened then?”


“They hypnotized me and told me to come back and put everybody in a box.”


“I see. And so you came back?”


“Well, they brought me back. I got in trouble in the hotel because I wasn’t registered, and I didn’t have any ID, the kind you use now. All I had on me was some money with old dates on it, and an expired driver’s license. The cops took the money.”


“I see. Where were you when you were kidnapped by aliens?”


“Right here, Trenton. I was staying in the same hotel, but it’s all different now.”


“How is it different?”


The detainee gestured vaguely. “Wallpaper, lights. All the new buildings. Holos, and those gadgets like the one you’re using.”


The psychiatrist looked at his memopad, scribed in a comment. “And when did your driver’s license expire?”


“Thirty-two.”


“Nineteen thirty-two?”


“Right. I mean, it was good when I had it, but it ran out the next year, because I was on the spaceship. I was wearing this suit and hat when they arrested me, and the dentist said I have the kind of fillings they used then.”


“That would be the correction center dentist?”


“Right. They arrested me for suspicion of felony, and then the judge ordered me to see you, to find out if I’m crazy.”


“And you think you are crazy?”


“Well, what else could it be? I think I was born in nine-teen ought one, but that would make me a hundred and one years old, right? And I have these ideas about aliens and spaceships, so I’m crazy.”


The psychiatrist cleared his throat. “How do you account for the fillings?”


“I can’t. The dentist couldn’t figure it out either.”


The psychiatrist scrolled through the documents in his file. No previous record, no prints. “Tell me, how do you feel about the aliens?”


“I love them, but they scare me.”


“Why do they scare you?”


“Because I don’t know what they’re going to do with us after they get us all in a box.”


“What do you think they’re going to do?”


“Well, they say they’re going to take us to another planet before the Earth is destroyed, but I’m not so sure.”


“What is the name of this other planet?”


“I don’t know. The aliens don’t use words like we do.”


“How do they use words?”


“I mean, they don’t use them at all. They have these symbols, kind of like Chinese writing, that flash on their foreheads.”


The psychiatrist nodded several times. “And is that how they told you about the other planet?”


“No, they used a telepathy helmet when they hypnotized me. Are you going to tell the judge to send me to a nut-house?”


“Is that what you want me to do?”


“I don’t care. I can get out all right, but I don’t want this charge hanging over me.”


“You mean you can get out of the mental health care facility?”


“Oh, sure.”


“What will you do, just walk out?”


“No, I’ll tell the head doctor to certify me sane, and he’ll let me go.”


“Why will he do that?”


“Because I’ll touch him with my ring.”


Guardperson Eldon Wiggan, forty-six, anglo, five feet eight, two hundred fifty pounds, took the detainee back to the tank. “Hey, do you have to grab me that hard?” the detainee asked.


Wiggan slammed him against the wall. “That hurt?”


“Oh, yeah.”




CHAPTER 2


Patrolperson G. W. Griffin, thirty-four, male, anglo, blond, six feet one, one hundred eighty pounds, drove the detainee from the County Correctional Center across town to the New Jersey State Mental Health Care Facility.


It was a bright November day; a wind was whipping the tops of the bare trees, and all the smog from New York had blown off to the east.


The patrol, whose eyesight was 20/20, watched the detainee now and then in the rearview mirror. Stone appeared to be curious about everything he saw. As the cruiser whispered down a residential street, he turned around to look at a yard enclosed by a white picket fence where a boy was struggling with a cat under a spruce tree. The cat was biting him in the stomach, and the boy couldn’t pull away. Something dark was hanging from the tree, possibly the tail of another cat. Stone kept watching until they were out of sight; then he straightened around and sat quietly behind the mesh, with his wrists Velcroed.


A moment later the patrol saw a contrail streaking over-head; there was a deafening concussion.


“What was that!” Stone shouted in the ringing silence.


“Sonic boom. Concordes fly too damn low.”


“Are they propelled by detonite?” Stone asked. The patrol didn’t answer. He turned in to the drive in front of the Facility, unlocked the rear door and pulled the detainee out.


“Do you like being a cop?” Stone asked.


“Sure. Do you like being a coo-coo?”


“No. Thanks for asking.”


Two white-coated attendants were waiting outside the door. The patrol stripped the Velcro and turned the detainee over to them. “Have a nice day,” he said, and walked back to his humming cruiser.


Early Tuesday morning, when attendants opened the main entrance of the Facility, they found Stone shivering in his pajamas under the roof of the portico. He offered no resistance when they restrained him and took him back to his room.


Dr. Gary Lipshitz, the Chief of Psychiatry, visited him there on his morning rounds. “Edwin,” he said, “how did you get outside last night?” Stone was in a straitjacket, but seemed cheerful and talkative.


“The aliens came and got me,” he said. “They can go through walls. They knew I wanted to get out of here, but they don’t understand about clothing.”


“They don’t understand what about clothing?”


“That you have to have it. They gave me mine back, but they gave me a lot of other stuff too, that I had with me, and I think they just don’t understand how things work down here.”


“How do things work down here, Edwin?”


“By the rules. You have to have clothes on, and you have to have the right papers.”


Dr. Lipshitz made a note. “What will you do if you get clothes and the right papers, Edwin?”


“I’ll go to New York and look for somebody to build the box.”


“What box is that?”


“The box big enough to put the whole human race in.”


“Isn’t that going to be a pretty big box, Edwin?”


“You bet, Doc.”




CHAPTER 3


“Edwin, I’m Dr. Wellafield, the Director of the Facility. Sit down, please. You can go now, Harris.”


“Glad to know you,” said the detainee, extending his hand. The Director took it, and felt a slight sting of coldness. He sat back, massaging his finger absently, while the patient arranged himself in the visitor’s chair. The patient was four inches taller and thirty pounds lighter than the Director, and he had no mustache.


“Now, Edwin,” the Director said, “it seems that you were examined under sodium pentothal, and you stuck to your story about leaving the Facility on Monday night. The aliens came and got you.”


“That’s right.”


“But you decided to return, because you knew you couldn’t get far without ID and clothing.”


“Correct. And money.”


“Yes. And Dr. Lipshitz tells me that your intention is to go to New York and find somebody to build a big box. Do you have any idea who that somebody might be?”


“No, Doc, I don’t. I was wondering if you could give me some ideas.”


“Well, there are a number of good architectural firms in New York. Yallow and Moore are said to be one of the best. Now, Edwin, you realize that if we believe you’re a danger to yourself or others, it’s our duty to keep you here and treat you. On the other hand, if we decide you’re mentally competent, we have to return you to the Municipal Court for trial. Is that clear?”


“Yes, Doc. Can I ask you a question?”


“Certainly, Edwin.”


“When you say treat me, does that mean you could clear up my delusions if I stayed here?”


“No, I couldn’t promise that.”


“Is there any chance?”


“Well, frankly, in terms of a cure, no. In this particular disorder, there are some experimental therapies, but basically all we can do is confine the patient and keep them from harming themself or other people.”


“I get it.”


“All right, now because you’re not violent, in my judgment it would serve no purpose to keep you in the Facility, but on the other hand it wouldn’t help to stand trial, either. I’m going to make a call to the courthouse and see if I can straighten that out. Who was the judge who sent you here?”


“Judge Sloat was his name.”


“Oh, yes, I know him. I don’t think there’ll be any difficulty. Now about money, you’ll get that back as soon as they dismiss the charges. How much was it?”


“Over fifty bucks.”


“That won’t be enough.” The Director looked in his wallet. “I don’t have a lot of cash, but here’s a thousand.” He folded the bills and handed them to the patient.


“A thousand? That’s too much.”


“No, you’ll need more than that. About papers, the best thing would be to get a job as soon as you can, and open a credit account and so on. What was your occupation in your former life, Edwin?”


“I was a kitchenwares salesman in Harrisburg, but the company went broke. I tended bar part time in a speakeasy for a while; that didn’t pay enough. See, my wife left me, and I couldn’t get the family back together unless I had a decent job. So I thought I’d drive down to New York and see what I could do. Trenton was the farthest I got. I went to sleep in the hotel that night, and when I woke up I was in the spaceship.”


“Uh-huh, uh-huh. Well, a good salesperson or a bartender can always get a job, I’m sure. Just one thing, Edwin, when you apply for work, I wouldn’t tell your employers about the aliens.”


“Gotcha.” The patient stood up. “I don’t know how to thank you, Doc. I’ll send this money back as soon as I can. Could I borrow your pen and a piece of paper?”


“Certainly.” The Director handed him a scriber and a pad from the desk. “But don’t worry about paying me.”


The detainee shook his head. “Dr. Wellafield, one thousand,” he said, writing. “I won’t forget this, Doc.” They shook hands again, and once more the Director felt a curious cold sting. “I’d do more than that for you, my boy,” he said, with a catch in his throat.




CHAPTER 4


One leather suitcase, with contents. ” The sergeant put it on the counter. “One wallet and contents, fifty-three dollars. One key ring. One pocketknife, legal blade. One handkerchief. One packet of cundrums. Twenty-seven cents in metal change. One magazine. Sign here.”


The detainee picked up the magazine and looked at it. “Sure glad to see this again.” It looked like nothing much: a lurid thing with some kind of monster on the cover. The detainee signed. “Thanks a lot, Sergeant.”


“Go on, get out of here.”


It was a slow afternoon in the KoffiShop. The holo in the corner was displaying scenes from the destruction of Accra, but no one was watching. Two lawyers sitting at a window table got up and left, and a man in a funny hat came in.


“Yes, sir?” the counterperson said. It was a holo in a glass case, a digitized healthy young man with a boyish hairdo and perfect teeth.


The customer was staring at the menu. “Are you kidding with these prices?”


“What’s wrong with the prices, sir?”


“Ham sandwich, fifty bucks?”


Alerted by the tone of the customer’s voice, the counter flickered and went into alarm mode. It said, “Don’t make any trouble, sir.”


“No, I won’t make any trouble. Judas Priest. I’ll take the ham on white, french fries on the side, and a cup of java.”


“A cup of what, sir?”


“Coffee, for cripes sake.”


“Sixty-two fifty, please,” the counter said.


“Right now?”


The counter flickered again. “Yes, sir. Don’t make any trouble, or I’ll have to call for assistance.”


The man looked for a way through, or around, the glass case that contained the holo. “Where do I put the money?”


“Put it in the slot, sir.”


The man put a hundred into the machine; it revolved, and plastic coins tinkled back. A minute later, when the packages thumped down the chute, the customer was watching the holo and muttering.


“They bombed Ghana,” he said. “Where the hell is Ghana?” He looked at the packages suspiciously, un-wrapped one, took a bite of the sandwich and looked up with his mouth open. “Hey,” he said, half strangled.


The counter looked at him and said nothing.


“What’s in this sandwich?”


“It contains soya ham, sir.”


“What’s soya ham?”


“Soybeans, with enhanced ham flavoring.”


The customer spat a mouthful on the floor. The counter flickered again. “I am calling for assistance,” it said.


“Never mind, I’m leaving. Judas Priest.” The customer stood up, took a sip of his coffee, and spat that out too.


“Sixty bucks,” he said, with coffee dribbling down his chin. “You guys ought to be ashamed.”


In the gray afternoon, a Rollaway bus drifted up the Interstate through the industrial area of east New Jersey: mile after mile of tall concrete towers, about half of them belching gray, brown and yellow smoke. The young man, who had got on at Trenton, was coughing and holding a hand-kerchief to his face.


“Jesus, it never used to be like this,” he said to the fat man beside him.


“Yeah? How long since you been through here?”


“Seventy years.”


The fat man, who thought he must have misheard, said, “Wait till we get in the Lincoln Tunnel, you think this is bad.”


“What’s that?”


“You never heard of the Lincoln Tunnel?”


“No, it must of been after my time. What’s so bad about it?”


“It can’t handle the pollution. You bring a mask?”


“No.”


“Well, here, I got a spare.” He rummaged in his briefcase and brought out a white rectangle of padded gauze. “Better put it on now, if it’s bothering you already.”


The young man looked at the mask as if he had never seen one before. “Is it like this in New York, too?”


“Depends on where. It was bad in the financial district until they roofed it last year. Downtown is bad. The East Side is okay, but watch out for guys in running shoes.”


“Their shoes smell bad?”


The fat man laughed. “That’s right, their shoes smell bad. That’s a good one. Where you from, son?”


“Harrisburg.”


“I guess you don’t get to town much, huh?”


“Not lately. Is there anything else I should know?” “Well, always carry at least five hundred bucks in cash. If those muggers grab you and you haven’t got any money, it makes them mad and they cut you up.” “They do?”


“Oh, yeah. Read about it all the time.” “The cops don’t do anything?” “Listen, the cops travel in armored cars.”




CHAPTER 5


The information clerk in the main data room of the New York Public Library looked up from his reader to see a young man in a funny hat standing there. “Yes, sir?”


“Say, can you tell me where to find the phone books?”


“Phone books? For what year?”


The young man looked puzzled. “Well, the current one.”


“I don’t understand you. The last telephone book published in New York was in nineteen ninety-seven.”


“Well, how do you look up a number, then?”


“Use one of the terminals.”


The young man looked around at the booths that lined all four walls. “You mean one of those things over there?”


“Yes. Haven’t you ever used one before?”


“No.”


“Well, it’s quite easy. What number did you want to look up?”


“Yallow and Moore. They’re architects.”


The clerk tapped keys on his console. “The number is 788-8456. Did you want the address?”


“Yeah, please.”


“Two oh seven Park Avenue.”


The young man took a pad from the desk and wrote it down, but he still looked puzzled. “Listen, if I want to make a phone call do I have to come here?”


“No. Why do you think that?”


“Because I asked in a drugstore in the bus station, and they said try the library.”


“Try the library for what?”


“Phone books.”


“We don’t use phone books anymore.”


“So where do you make phone calls?”


“Use any terminal.”


The young man looked around again. “Those things over there, right?” “Right.”


“So if I want to make a phone call, I have to come here?”


“Why would you have to come here?”


“To use the terminal.”


“These are no different from any other terminals.”


“Forget it,” said the young man. “Judas Priest.” He turned and walked out.


Four dudes in plastic Levi’s and watch caps, with dirty sneakers on their feets, saw the young man entering the uptown pedestrian stream on Park. He looked like a yoke, wore a mask but it was hanging crooked; he had a funny suit on and a hat.


They followed him halfway to the corner, then crowded him into an alcove in front of a boarded-up jewelry store. The pedestrian stream moved past them. Rong said, “Hey, dads, you got any crappo?” He let the pilgrim see the knife.


“I don’t know what you mean.” The yoke’s eyes looked scared, but not enough.


“I mean, do you have any currency, any coin of the realm, any hundred-dollar bills, any five-hundred-dollar bills, do you know what I’m explaining about now? Do you understand my meaning?”.


“Oh, money. Yes, I sure do. How much do you want?”


“Well, how much do you have? That’s the question I’m asking you. Give the leather, and we’ll see how much we want.”


The yoke got his leather out, handed it over. Rong pulled the bills and flipped them. “Well, by sheer amazing coincidence, this is just about what we want right here. Thank you, pilgrim.”


“You’re welcome.” The yoke stuck out his hand. “No hard feelings?”


“No, none on our part whatsoever.” Rong pressed the flesh, felt a funny cold sting in his finger. He dropped the leather on the sidewalk and turned away, followed by the other three, but he never took two steps before he begun to feel sort of weird. He swung around. The yoke was just straightening up with the leather in his hand.


“Hey, pilgrim,” Rong said, “I don’t want to rob you. Was you counting on this crappo for any reason?”


Elvis nudged him in the elbow. “What the matter with you?” Rong shook him off and walked toward the pilgrim. “Do you need some of this crappo? How much do you think you need?”


“Well, I gave you six hundred there, right? Suppose we split it, and then I’ll stand you guys a beer or something.”


“Sounds all right to me,” said Rong. He peeled off half the bills and handed them over. Elvis was poking him again. “You crazy?” he whispered.


“Listen, this man is my friend,” said Rong. “Shake hands with my friend.” But Elvis backed off, and so did the other two. “Give us our havvies and we’ll zoom,” Elvis said. “I’m not running with no crazy man.”


“Bug your havvies, then. Go zoom, see if I give a puke.” He had his knife out again. After a minute Elvis said, “Come on, he’s crazy.” They high-stepped away with their hands in their pockets.


The pilgrim watched them go. “Listen,” he said. “I’m sorry if I got you in trouble with your friends.”


“No trouble, man, and no friends neither. What they call you?”


“Ed. Ed Stone.”


“I’m Rong. Give me five.” The young man reached for his wallet again.


“No, man, I mean press the flesh.”


“Oh.” They shook hands. “How do you spell that, w-r-on-g?”


“Wrong!” He laughed. “I spell it with an R, but you’re right, I’m Rong. My mama named me Wright, but I knew that was wrong, do you catch my drift?”


“I guess so. Well, how about that beer?”


“I hear that suggestion. Will you kindly follow me?”


Rong led him around the corner to Tony’s; they went through the airlock into the warm room and pulled their masks down. The holo over the bar was tuned to a sumo wrestling match.


“Hello, Rong,” said the bartender. “What’ll it be?”


“Shot and a half for me and my friend. Dick, this here is my friend Ed.”


“Glad to know you, Dick,” said Stone. He reached across the bar and shook hands. The bartender, with a goofy smile, poured two beers and two shots. “Where you from, Ed?”


“Harrisburg, but I’ve been in a spaceship since nineteen thirty-one”


“Is that right?” A customer at the other end of the bar rapped with his glass, and the bartender reluctantly went away.


“First one with this hand today,” said Rong, raising his shot glass. He poured the liquor down, then sipped from the beer.


Stone took a drink of his beer but did not touch the shot glass. “Hey, Rong, can I ask you something?”


“Sure, man.”


“Well, is this the only thing you can do to make a living—rob people?”


“What you want me to do, be a college professor?”


“There’s no jobs, huh?”


“No jobs, no school that’s worth puke, no nothing. You live where I live, you can rob people or you can deal, or sell your pussy. I don’t hurt nobody unless they do something stupid, you understand?”


“How long has it been like this?”


“Been this way forever, man. You really been in a space-ship, huh?”


“Yeah.”


“All right, now I want to tell you something for your own personal good. I don’t give a flying puke where you come from, you are not suppose to walk around in a outfit like that, you know what I mean? Elvis and them, if they see you one more time they going to cut you, and if they don’t some other puker will. Listen to what I’m telling you.”


“I’m listening, but I’ve got to wear this suit. It’s kind of a trademark.”


“It is? It is, huh? Well, that’s a problem.” He drank half his beer and gestured to the bartender with two fingers.


Dick came over and poured another shot for Rong.


Stone put his hand over his untouched glass. “Hey,” said Dick, “what was it like in that spaceship?”


“Never mind spaceship,” said Rong, “we got some heavy thinking here. Like, how is this man going to walk around in those clothes and not get hisself killed?”


The bartender’s brow wrinkled. “Why can’t you change your clothes?” he asked Stone.


“I could, but then people might not believe I’m from nineteen thirty-one.”


“Oh, I get it. Uh-huh. All right, how’s this? Say you walk over to Fourth and buy yourself a raincoat like the winos wear. Nobody mugs a wino, am I right? Lie it down in the street, let a couple cars run over it. The hat you can put in your pocket. Then when you go in an office, you take the raincoat off and put the hat on. What do you think, Rong?”


“Yeah, you got it. I don’t know about that haircut, though. Maybe better to keep the hat on. Hey, Ed, you going to drink that shot?”


“No, I have to stay sober for when I talk to the architects.”


“Well, no use letting it go to waste.”




CHAPTER 6


The holo in the glass case in the lobby of the Mitsubishi Building was a sturdy Sikh with a white turban and black beard. It said, “What office are you visiting, sir?”


“Yallow and Moore. The architects.”


“Are they expecting you?”


“No.”


“Tell me your name, please, and the purpose of your visit.”


“Ed Stone. I want them to build something for me.”


The guard fell silent. “They say they don’t know you, sir, and they are not accepting any new clients.”


“Well, could I just go up and talk to them?”


“No, sir. Step to one side, please.”


The young man moved, and watched in bewilderment as two other people walked up, spoke to the guard, and were admitted.


The third was a young black man in a Greek fisherman’s cap, who showed the guard a clipboard and a parcel. The guard let him in. Then there was a lull. The guard rotated to face the young man and said, “Sir, may I speak to you, please?” The young man came forward eagerly.


“You cannot remain here, sir,” the guard said. “Go away now, or I will have to call for assistance.”


The young man said, “Okay, but can I ask you a question?”


“Certainly, sir.”


“That last guy, the one in the cap? How come you let him in without even phoning?”


“He is a messenger,” the guard said.


“He is, huh? Listen, did you know I’m a messenger too?”


“May I see your ID, please?”


“I must of forgot it. I’ll be back.”


“Thank you, sir.”


Rong saw the pilgrim coming out of the building, and fell in beside him. “Hey, my man,” he said. “You talk to them architects?”


“No, I couldn’t even get past the guard. Hi, Rong. Listen, uh, how do you get a job as a messenger?”


“They take anybody, because it don’t pay puke, but they check your record first.”


“Oh. How long does that take?”


“I don’t know, man, a couple weeks?”


They stopped at the corner and turned their backs to the gritty wind that was blowing down 44th Street under the bottom of the dome. “You need to get in sooner than that, huh?” said Rong.


“Yeah.”


“Well, this’ll take some thought. That three hundred is all the crappo you got, right?” “Right.”


“Well, the way I’m thinking, we need more than that. If I lend you the other three hundred that you give me, can you pay me back sometime real soon?”


“Yeah, I guess so. Sure.”


“All right, come on.”


They walked back to the building entrance, and Rong leaned against the wall beside it. “Do like I do,” he said, putting a toothpick between his teeth.


“What are we waiting for?”


“A messenger. Might take a while.”


“And then what?”


“Depends what kind of messenger. Some you got to talk to one way, some another way, you know what I mean?”


Stone said, “You got another toothpick?”


“Sure, man.” He handed it over; Stone put it in his mouth and leaned against the wall beside him.


“Here come one,” Rong muttered after twenty minutes had passed. “Don’t look, fool. Hang loose, be casual.”


The messenger was a young white man in a checkered shirt. His face was carmine, and so was the bare hand that held the envelope and clipboard. As he started to enter, Rong stepped in front of him, turned him, and pushed him against the building.


“Hey, what’s this?” The messenger looked left and right.


“No problem, we just want you to do us a favor, okay?”


“Yeah, what favor?” said the messenger. He looked at Stone, then away.


“We want to borrow your puke for half an hour, you know what I mean? The ID, the clipboard, the envelope.”


“No way,” said the messenger, holding the clipboard to his chest.


“Three hundred bucks, half an hour,” said Rong. He took out the bills and fanned them where the messenger could see.


The messenger shifted his weight a little. “Nah, I couldn’t do it for that.”


“How much could you do it for?”


“I might consider, say, a thousand.”


“No way, ofay. Five hundred.” “Eight.”


“Six,” said Rong, holding out his hand sideways. Stone got out his wallet and gave him the money.


“Seven,” said the messenger.


“Six is all we got,” said Rong, “and either you take it or, me and my friend are going to be real disappointed with you. You hear what I’m saying?” He slapped the money into the messenger’s palm.


“Okay.” The messenger handed over the clipboard and envelope. He took a plastic card out of his shirt pocket and gave it to Rong, who passed everything over to Stone. “Where do I get it back?” the messenger asked.


“Tony’s, around the corner,” Rong said. “Hey, I’ll even wait there with you, my man, and you can buy the drinks.”


“What office are you visiting, sir?” asked the Sikh in the cage.


“Bernice Fashions.” The young man held up his parcel and ID.


The Sikh flickered. “Sir, the photograph in your ID does not appear to match your face.”


“What do you mean, it doesn’t match? Sure it matches.”


“Sir, the photograph has dark hair and your hair is light.”


“So I had it dyed.”


The Sikh flickered again. “Your eye color is also different.”


“Uh, I had an operation?”


The Sikh flickered and said, “I am calling for assistance.”


“Ah, hell. That’s all you guys know. Forget it, I’m leaving.”




CHAPTER 7


The messenger, Sherman Cohen, was sitting with Rong at a table near the bar; Cohen was finishing a corned beef sandwich and Rong had just swallowed the last of his beer when Stone walked in, looking glum.


“No good, huh?” said Rong.


Stone sat down and put the clipboard on the table. “No, the ID didn’t match. The guard noticed that he has dark hair and I don’t. And the eye color is different, too.” He looked at Cohen and put out his hand. “Hey, thanks anyway.”


Cohen shook hands and pulled the clipboard closer. “Well, sorry it didn’t work out.”


Stone said, “I was figuring once I was in, you know, I could borrow some money to pay you back, but I couldn’t get in the door.”


“Don’t worry about it, man. Hey, this guard, was he a real person or a holo?”


“A holo, I guess. One of those things in glass cages?”


Rong reached over and took the ID card from the clip-board. He looked at the picture, then at Stone. “Looks the same to me,” he said.


The bartender was hurrying over. “Hey, Ed, good to see you. What’ll it be?”


“I don’t want anything right now.”


“Yeah, he does. Bring him a shot and a half, Dick, and two more for me and him, and it’s on my friend here.” Sherman smiled and waved.


“Right back.” The bartender brought the drinks, then pulled up a chair and listened. He said to Stone, “Suppose your hair was the same color as him, would that do it?”


“I don’t know. There’s the eyes, too.”


“Well, what if we take a picture of you and paste it on this guy’s ID?”


“Hey,” said Cohen. “I don’t think that would work. Those holopix on the ID cards, they’re supposed to be made of signature plastic. You put another photo on there, the signatures don’t match.”


“Well, it’s worth a try. Hey, Mary.” He beckoned to a youngish woman at the bar.


“Me?” She picked up her drink and came over to the table.


“Mary, you got any hair dye in your purse?”


“No, I don’t use it no more. This is a wig.”


“It is? Let’s have a look.”


Mary took off the wig, revealing a head covered with mousy hair, unevenly cut and standing out in tufts. “Jesus,” said Dick, “give her a hat, somebody.”


Cohen passed over his Greek fisherman’s cap and Mary put it on. “Hey, I ain’t that bad,” she said.


Dick set the wig on Stone’s head and they all looked at it critically. Dick tugged it forward a little, then back. “What do you think?”


“Pass the cap back,” Rong said.


“You got a cap yourself. I’m suppose to keep this on.”


“Okay, I’ll trade you.” They exchanged caps, and Rong put the messenger’s cap on Stone. “Who got a pair of smokes?” he asked.


“I do, behind the bar.” Dick got up and came back in a moment with a pair of dark glasses. Rong slipped the earpieces over Stone’s ears and sat back to study the effect.


“I don’t know, I seen better faces on dead guys,” said Dick.


“Let’s look at the problem,” said Rong. “One way it’s bad that this guard is a holo, see, because if he was a guy you could pay him something, maybe, or you could just wait till he goes to lunch, and then you’re talking to somebody else, but with a holo, they don’t never go to lunch.”


They thought about this. “That’s sad,” said Cohen.


“But, the other way it’s good that he’s a holo, see, because a holo is not as smart as a real person. Now a real person would never go for that wig, am I right? But a holo maybe would, and especially if you confuse it.”


“Confuse it how?” Stone asked.


“Man, how do I know? Do something crazy. What have you got to lose?”




CHAPTER 8


The young man walked into the lobby of the Mitsubishi Building and held up his clipboard and ID.


“Sir, were you here earlier?” asked the Sikh in the cage. “Who, me? No.”


“Is your name Sherman B. Cohen?” “That’s right.”


“A person named Sherman B. Cohen was here earlier today. His hair was light, and yours is dark.”


“Oh, that’s my brother Sherman. He has different color hair.”


“Sherman B. Cohen is your brother?” “Right.”


“And your name is also Sherman B. Cohen?”


“Yeah, that’s right. See, his middle name is Bill and mine is Bob. That’s how they tell us apart.” The young man reached up and lifted his cap, snatched the wig off and replaced the cap.


The Sikh flickered. “Sir, were you here earlier today?”


“I just told you, that was my brother Bob.”


“Your brother is named Bob?”


“Right, and I’m Bill.”


The Sikh flickered again. “Sir, was your brother here earlier today?”


“That’s right.” The young man lifted his cap, replaced the wig, put the cap on again. “Listen,” he said, “I think there’s something wrong with you. Are you supposed to keep flickering like that?”


The Sikh flickered violently. “One moment. Diagnostic complete. Reset. What office are you visiting, sir?”


Stone held up the clipboard. “Thank you, sir,” said the Sikh. The door clicked open. Beyond it was the row of elevators.


Carrying the parcel, the clipboard, and his shabby raincoat, the young man entered the reception area of Yallow and Moore.


“Yes, is that for us?” said the receptionist, and held out her hand for the parcel.


“It is, yeah, but I have to give it to Mr. Yallow or Mr. Moore.”


“Mr. Yallow passed over several years ago. Give me the package and I’ll see that Mr. Moore gets it.”


“Uh, that’s nice of you, but I have to talk to him about a project.”


“What project would that be?”


“I want to build a box big enough to put the whole human race in.”


“I see.” The receptionist reached under the desk and buzzed for assistance. “I’m afraid Mr. Moore is much too busy to see anyone today. If you’ll leave your name and number—”


“Ed Stone. I haven’t got a telephone, I just got here.”


“Well, the best thing would be, call later in the week, or better yet, make it next month.”


“Okay, thanks.” Stone put out his hand. “Nice to meet you, Miss—”


She took the hand and felt a curious cold shock. “Kathy McCarthy,” she said without intending to. She felt a little dizzy. “Wait a minute, let me—I can at least let you talk to Mr. Moore’s secretary.”


“Could you? That would be swell.”


A uniformed guard came in and approached the desk. “That’s all right, Ken,” said McCarthy. “It was a mistake.”


“Yes?” The guard looked at Stone. “What’s your business here?”


“I’m waiting to see Mr. Moore. My name is Ed Stone.” He put out his hand.


“It really is all right, Ken,” said McCarthy. “I hit the button with my knee.”


“Okay.” The guard shook Stone’s hand. “Sorry about that, but we can’t be too careful.” He grinned. “There’s so many almondcakes around—you understand.”


“Sure. Well, nice meeting you.”


“Same here.” They smiled at each other; the guard left with visible reluctance.


“He liked you,” said McCarthy.


“Yeah, I guess he did.”


“Well, I’m going to take a chance and buzz you in to see Mrs. Rooney, Mr. Moore’s secretary. Through there, turn right, and it’s the last door on the left.”


“Say, thanks a lot.”


“Good luck.”


Florence Rooney looked up as the young man entered her office. “Yes?”


“Miss McCarthy sent me in. My name is Ed Stone.” They shook hands; he sat down in her visitor’s chair and put his funny hat on his knee. “Mrs. Rooney, I need to see Mr. Moore about a big project.”


“Well, perhaps I could squeeze you in—What sort of project is it?”


“I want to build a box and put the whole human race in it.”


“You do? That will be quite a costly project.”


“I know.”


“Well, let me see.” She pressed a button. “Mr. Moore, a young man named Ed Stone is here to see you. Can you give him ten minutes?”


“What’s it about?”


“A very unusual project. He can explain it better himself.”


“Okay.”




CHAPTER 9


“Sit down, Mr. Stone,” Thomas Moore said. The two men shook hands and seated themselves. “My secretary told me I ought to see you, but I’m not sure why. I understand you have some kind of unusual project.”


“That’s right, I want to find somebody to build a cube big enough to pack the whole human race into it.”
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