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The first incidents occurred on June 21, 2135 A.D. Dave Perry knew the exact date because a careful daily check of the chronometer had become a ritual. He was absentminded enough that, in the normal course of events back on Earth, he had often been fuzzy about days and dates. Here on Emergency Landing Station No. 17, where day and night partook of the general unreality of the environment, where the observable phenomena separating one day from another, the accepted conventions of darkness and light, cooler and warmer temperatures, changing vegetation and the like had all been timed to coincide with Earth’s calendar day and month and year—here the specific date had importance.


It mattered, Dave Perry mused, for the same reasons that twilight and dawn, cool breezes, macadam streets, school yards, barking dogs, green grass and trees and blooming flowers were deemed psychological necessities. Each was an invisible towline mooring the tiny, isolated station to Earth.


Not that the station was completely cut off or its days always uneventful. More than once Perry had remarked to his family that they were like the lighthouse keepers of another age on the mother planet. They were a beacon for the space mariner. They were intimate witnesses to cosmic storms unseen or barely noted by Earthbound men. They made up one segment of an endlessly busy chain of travel, of blast-off and flight and reentry and landing, a chain carefully constructed over a long and dangerous period of trial and error. At this one point in space (this and twenty-three others, according to the last figures Dave Perry had seen) a way station was necessary. No. 17 was now an out-of-the-way stop, on a side road in space, bypassed as ships vaulted directly to the big planets and thence to the outer limits of the galaxy. But there might still be a time when a ship, its crew, its passengers, its purpose, all would depend for survival on the existence of Emergency Landing Station No. 17.


In the twenty-eight months since Perry had been in charge of the station there had been only one such emergency use of its facilities, and that single occasion had not proved critical. Dave could grin now when he recalled their excitement, the turmoil into which the entire station had been thrown when the urgent message had come from a spaceship crippled by the flicking finger of a dust storm. They had been ready, all of their physical and mental gear vibrating to the emergency, but the ship, a small probe vehicle carrying only a crew of three men, had limped in unaided to a safe landing. Still, the station had performed its function. Repairs had been made on the small ship, using materials and equipment on hand. The crew had been able to rest and to be entertained—although Dave Perry suspected that those on the station had been more entertained than their visitors.


The incidents which began on the twenty-first of June did not announce themselves with any such drama beforehand. The very first event passed almost unnoticed, and was not remarked as significant until much later.


Kathy Perry was in the Tower that morning. She was Dave and Alicia’s legally alloted natural child, the boy Jackie having come into the family later by adoption—the only way in which a second child was permitted. Kathy was nearing her eighteenth birthday. She had been fifteen when they left Earth, and it seemed to her that a very large segment of her life—the most important part, surely—had been spent in the isolation of the station. In that isolation—unnoticed, she thought, cut off from her childhood friends and from anyone her own age—she had matured from a thin, awkward girl with uneven teeth, whose only striking features were fine blond hair and large brown eyes, into an almost exotically beautiful young woman. Her thin figure had filled out, acquiring an unconscious provocativeness in the flare of hips from her narrow waist and in the sharp thrust of small, high breasts. Except for her eyes, which still dominated her face, her features were small and balanced, the nose perfectly straight, the chin firm, the mouth made more piquant by the slight unevenness of white teeth. Her face had not quite caught up with her body’s maturity. It was like a casting which has not completely solidified. Her skin was so smooth, flawless and unmarked that it seemed not ready for adulthood. Yet there was restlessness in the face and in her eyes, the restlessness of a young woman aware of unsatisfied yearnings, of missing elements, of discontent.


“She’ll be all right when we get back,” Dave Perry had assured his wife, feeling vaguely guilty. “It’s only natural she’d miss growing up with kids her own age.”


“I hope so,” Alicia had worried.


But they both remained disturbed by the outward signs of Kathy’s unhappiness—her tendency to withdraw into secrecy, her occasionally violent quarrels with Jackie and especially her inclination to brood about the normal companionship she was missing.


If it had been Jackie in the Tower that morning, he would have woven the apparition of a ghost ship on the surface of the planetoid into an exciting tale for the dinner table, and Dave Perry might have connected the fantasy with the other bizarre events of that first day. But it was Kathy, not the boy, on duty that morning—the token duty of a sentry whose task was to watch the immensity of space for any sign of human activity and distress, and whose alertness was naturally dimmed by the fact that E.L.S. No. 17 was visited by two routine supply and mail ships a year, viewed a landing by the Inspector General even less frequently and had had only one emergency in more than two years. And Kathy’s mind was elsewhere, exploring daydreams of a life which seemed infinitely more desirable because it was so far away.


Kathy was in the Tower in the morning and at school in the afternoon. She had performed the same ritual through such an endless march of mornings that the circle of vidscreens could hold her interest only fitfully. Instead the silent, empty Tower had become a place to escape in dreams.


The station was sealed in, accessible to the crust of its small planet only through a system of airlocks leading to the landing pad. The whole was constantly being buried under fresh drifts of the dust which flowed tirelessly over the planetoid’s surface, in motion as restless as Earth’s oceans of water. The Tower housed the inner eyes of the station, recording and projecting the images sent from orbiting satellite cameras which maintained an uninterrupted vigil over the station, its planet and the vast reaches of space.


The sentry’s chair floated in the center of the circular tower high up in the dome, surrounded by a full circle of close-coupled vidscreens. Lights were kept dim for clarity of view, and the watcher could gain an illusion of sitting in space like a kind of god. The chair revolved slowly so that, once in each quarter hour, every portion of the continuous circle of screens was in view.


Kathy had watched this familiar and still awesome spectacle faithfully for the first part of her vigil. Then she found her thoughts straying….


That morning she had seen a blocky, red-haired man running toward her, wearing shorts, thick brown legs pumping in a tight, muscular rhythm. In the last day or so she had seen him several times, she thought. She wondered why his image remained so sharp—uncomfortably vivid—where others much more appealing at first glance quickly faded. He did not so much attract her as he fascinated her. There was a quality of harsh, cruel strength in the way he carried his powerful body, in the square jut of his jaw, in the bite of a wide, blunt-edged mouth, in the stiff, close-cropped hair like rusty wire, in the scowling gaze he directed toward her—or so it seemed, as if he were really present on the station and not just another artifice. He existed somewhere, of course. They all did. Probably he was an actor, well paid for the filmed record which had become a psychological prop for many an isolated group on a faraway space station or colony. The fact that he did exist added to the interest aroused in the girl, gave the faint shiver she felt when his eyes appeared to examine her arrogantly a not unpleasant seasoning of excitement.


Yet she could not imagine his arms around her or that cruel mouth pressing against hers.


Her face was suddenly warm.


She closed her eyes against the fixed glitter of the universe on the screens surrounding her. In darkness she felt the slow motion of the chair, and felt the silence beating against her ears. How she wanted to return to Earth! How she wanted to plunge into long, earnest talks with girls her own age, and—more acutely, accounting for the warm flush in her cheeks—to experience the difference between a man’s real kiss and passionate embrace and those she had only dreamed of.


Kathy sighed. A shadow—of guilt, of self-criticism—passed over her spirit, reminding her that dreams could become a kind of sickness, causing her to stir in her chair and to open her eyes reluctantly.


Three consecutive vidscreens directly in front of her presented views of the minor planet beneath whose crust E.L.S. No. 17 had been constructed. She could see on one the visibly curving horizon line, rimmed by barren seas of dust and raw projections of rock. The center screen offered a glimpse of the planet’s sunlit face, empty of interest. The right-hand screen reflected the passage of the orbiting satellite from the light into the black shadows of the dark side. All this the girl saw as her eyes opened, taking it in without thought, as a simple and scarcely detailed impression. But something else caught her attention fleetingly. Her gaze darted to the right-hand screen.


Nothing. Only darkness now. The position of the satellite had already changed. But she had seen—an illusion certainly, but puzzling nevertheless—the outline of a small spacecraft half buried under drifts of dust.


Or had she? Sometimes she found it hard to separate her own fantasies from reality, just as it was difficult to distinguish between the physical space station and the world it wore like a disguise. She thought that if she did not escape from the station soon she would lose all faith in concrete reality, would break contact with life and drift away from it like a lost ship floating forever in the immensity of space.


Kathy sat erect in her contour chair high above the Tower floor, her eyes fixed on the three screens which were always oriented to views of the planetoid’s surface. While she watched, the orbiting cameras passed over the station itself, its dome distinctly visible from above under its layer of dust and in spite of the general golden haze. The revolving chair was turning slowly away from this panel of screens, forcing Kathy to twist around. She glanced at instrument readings in a narrow strip beneath the vidscreens. The satellite was in a thirty-eight minute orbit with a diversion of slightly under four miles in the flight path for each swing. Would the half-buried object remain visible? She guessed that it would still be within range of one of the cameras, at a new and sharper angle which ought to accentuate shadows and details. There was nothing to do but wait—and fidget.


She tried to shrug away a twinge of guilt. If she had been watching the vidscreens more attentively—if she had been looking at all while her thoughts wandered—she would have seen the unusual, unexpected shape sooner. She would have had time to examine it more closely.


If anything was there at all.


She seized on the doubt. Suddenly she was struck by the great improbability of an actual ship being present on the little planet. It could hardly have crash-landed without being detected. Oh, it was possible, of course, for a ship to come in on the blind side, if its pilot were familiar enough with normal reconnaissance procedure on the emergency stations. Such arrangements, which varied little from one station to another, except as the vassal planetoids varied in size and position in space, had been established for their emergency function rather than as a defensive precaution. But the likelihood of such an approach was so farfetched that she need not take it seriously. After all, who would ever need to approach a station secretly, keeping the planet’s bulk between him and the orbiting cameras? As for a ship in trouble, it would surely have radioed a distress signal. Even without that warning a crash landing would almost certainly have been visible to anyone in the Tower. At least the wreckage would have been seen long before Kathy’s morning watch.


She wondered if her father had stayed on duty all night, or if he had sent the Technician up. Either would have spotted the ship at some point. No such entry was in the log. Even if the Tower’s chair had been empty, as it sometimes was, the last sentry would have set the monitor so that videotapes would have recorded the interval.


Kathy made a resolve to examine the tapes as soon as she could.


She settled back in her chair, at ease with her conscience. It was silly to get excited about a trick of vision. Now that she had allayed the momentary doubt, she was convinced that she had simply been fooled by an accidental arrangement of shadows on the ever-changing surface of the dusty planetoid. She had found a shape in those shadows much as she had liked to discover shapes in the clouds back on Earth when she was a child. Look! Look! There’s a rabbit! And there—doesn’t that look like an ancient schooner, its huge sails billowing out before the wind? Or there—a spaceship half covered by drifts of dust?


Kathy smiled.


When a half hour had passed and the instrument readings indicated that the cameras would shortly pass over the spot where the ghost ship had been sighted, Kathy felt a mild quickening of interest but no apprehension. She studiously examined the three pictures of the surface of the planetoid. The areas covered overlapped from screen to screen, in sequence from left to right. Kathy’s calculations argued that, in spite of the change in the satellite’s orbital path, the mysterious object would appear again, if at all, on the right-hand screen, with a slim possibility that the same areas would also show on the periphery of the center screen, far to the right.


She glanced at the clock face in the instrument panel. The numbers of the seconds jumped across the dial. Thirty-seven minutes had passed. Kathy began to count the seconds of the final minute, moving her lips silently. In defiance of her reassurances, a faint feeling of tension crept into her body.


Thirty-eight minutes. Her intent gaze searched every hump, every pockmark, every shadow revealed in the televised pictures, concentrating on the right-hand screen. Even a decided projection or an outcropping of rock would have caught her eye, she was sure. But there was nothing.


For one brief instant it occurred to her that the low angle of view, combined with the obscuring clouds of dust, might possibly have finished the job of burying the hypothetical wreckage, or at least made it indistinguishable. But she banished the thought impatiently.


She would examine the tapes for the last night or two, covering the hours when the Tower had been empty, when she could do so alone. That far she would cater to her imagination, but that was all. She certainly wasn’t going to go around feeling guilty or making herself ridiculous in her father’s eyes with some wild story. Or give Jackie something new to plague her with.


The last possibility did it. Firmly Kathy dismissed the incident from her mind. When her father came into the Tower to relieve her shortly after noon, she was no longer even thinking about the mysterious ship she had conjured up, and she didn’t remember it until she had left the cylindrical building and was halfway along the path to the house, where lunch was waiting for her. She stopped, glanced back once at the Tower, and frowned.


Then she smiled a little ruefully at herself, shook her head and turned toward the house.
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Alicia Perry dreaded the afternoons. Jackie and Kathy were either at school or in the Tower, depending on their schedules. Dave was below, working with the Technician on the instruments and equipment protecting the station’s environment and controlling its landing and launch facilities, or in the Tower. Alicia was invariably alone from lunchtime on.


In the mornings Dave was usually around at least part of the time, puttering about the house with routine chores or brooding in the den over his journal. They had coffee together and she always had the sense of his presence nearby. Even when he went outside on business, she would catch glimpses of him and be reassured by his solidity and his strength. Then in the evenings the family were together—three of them in the house, four when they congregated in the Tower. Alicia did not even mind her brief shift among the vidscreens, a watch which she had insisted upon over Dave’s objections. Generally he found some excuse to drop in on her during the vigil, and even when he wasn’t there and she was left alone, the beckoning vastness of space held a promise of something new, something different, something unpredictable. In spirit she could reach out and escape from the narrow limits and the stultifying monotony of the station. She could even find Earth….


The afternoons, by contrast, were an empty wasteland she had to cross by herself every day. She could sit in on a rubber of bridge, as she had so often during the first year or so, finding it her most successful form of escape. It had the advantage that, no matter how often she played with the same group, no matter how well she came to know their bidding habits and patterns of play, she could never claim them as wholly predictable. But what she had enjoyed for a time had eventually turned into a nightmare, touched with horror. Now she hated bridge. She hated the pretense. She hated the set smiles, the joyless triumphs, the meaningless defeats—above all, the unnatural silence. The last time she had nerved herself to try to select a partner from a trio of available players, she had begun to tremble uncontrollably….


Alicia’s final refuge was in the ordinary routine of her role as a housewife and mother. Here, although she was aware that much of what she did was unnecessary, work deliberately created—there was no need to break down the prepared meals taken from cold storage, for instance, so that she could, as it were, rebuild them with her own seasonings and taste combinations and form of preparation—nevertheless there were genuine challenges and a genuine sense of useful activity. She made beds and cleaned the dustproof house and occasionally rearranged the furniture or changed the wall colors. And with the exception of plastic or durable goods, like shoes, she made all of the family’s clothing.


They had made it a practice to change wardrobes coincident with the four seasons back on Earth. With summer just starting, most of their warm weather attire was ready. Alicia had taken care of the children first, since they were harder on their clothes and actually needed more frequent changes, then Dave, leaving her own needs for last.


This afternoon she had set aside for new summer things for herself. Not just any summer things, but two in particular which she wanted for a special night coming up—her wedding anniversary. Dave had not yet mentioned it—had he forgotten? She supposed that she could forgive him if he had. Life on the station was strangely destructive of all normal feeling, even of memories. One of the garments she had planned was to be a dressy dress—lightweight, elegantly simple, with a short skirt just below hip length—the kind of dress Dave liked her in best, the kind that showed off her good legs and flattered a figure that was still trim and youthful. The other would be a thing of lace and froth, all sheer and feminine—a nightgown.


For the dress Alicia Perry had already selected the color and material she wanted, a smooth, almost silken, textured fabric in pale yellow. It would take beautifully the soft draped front she had in mind for the skirt, a variation on a design she had seen in one of the old magazines delivered on the last ship from Earth in February. For the nightgown she was still debating between palest blue and white.


At least, she thought with a sigh, she had complete freedom of choice in this one area. There was no limit on what she could make but her own imagination. The family’s clothes were all fashioned of paper fibers, processed in an almost unlimited variety of textures, colors and weights for every kind of wear. Because wherever possible the station had to be self-sustaining, and because of weight limitations on the cargo ships which had supplied the station, a small quantity of raw paper pulp served all of their requirements not only for clothing but for stationery, insulation, filtration and many other utilitarian functions. In the case of clothing, the intermediary was a paper conversion machine capable of processing paper fibers into fabrics which could simulate and in many respects improve upon the qualities of the older chemical and natural fibers. Moreover, from a practical standpoint paper clothing had the inestimable virtue of being able to be fed back into the convertor at any time, where it could be reprocessed over and over again, from season to season. In three years on the station the Perry family would go through twelve complete wardrobe changes—Alicia was now working on the ninth, she thought, with her recently acquired habit of looking ahead longingly to the end of the exile on the station—and there would be other garments made when Alicia was in a sewing mood or when something was torn or badly stained and had to be discarded. The same small supply of paper had been used from the beginning, and it would make their travel clothes for the journey home.


When Alicia had finished the luncheon dishes and was alone in the house, she gathered up the clothes she was discarding because they were worn, too heavy or old enough that she was tired of them. She carried them into the sewing room. While she laid out her dress pattern, estimating the material she would need and deciding whether she wanted to make any changes from the design she had worked out, she thought about the twenty-six months on the station, the good and bad of them. Things hadn’t been all that much better on Earth, overcrowded as it was, with life racing along at a kind of fever pitch all the time, as if it were not going to last very long. She and Dave had had little privacy and very little time to themselves on Earth. Here there had been peace. She knew she was closer to Dave than ever would have been possible on Earth. And he was hopeful that the youngsters were better off here, regardless of Kathy’s current problems of adjustment, which were probably exaggerated by the unusual situation of E.L.S. No. 17, but which would have arisen anywhere, sooner or later. Moreover, with the money they had saved, having nothing whatever to spend it on, they would be comfortably off when they returned home, perhaps even sufficiently well-fixed to afford a separate dwelling in one of the less crowded fringe cities of the central plains, extravagant as that would be on Earth.


The thought brought Alicia up short, for it was easy to take for granted the extraordinary privacy they enjoyed on the station. Her ruminations once interrupted, she put them aside. The pattern for the dress was right, she was sure of it. Well, almost sure. She would not really know until Dave looked at her when she first appeared in it.


She fed the old clothes into the chute at the top of the paper convertor. One of them was a heavy winter coat which, broken down, would alone provide all of the basic material for a practicable summer wardrobe.


The machine was voice oriented, so she spoke aloud, using the simple terms to which appliances were keyed. “Order one. Very lightweight, repeat very, silklike fabric, width thirty-six inches, length two yards. Color selection yellow, variety pale, degree very. Purpose: dress, nonuseful style.”


The convertor buzzed, then began to whir as it devoured the material from the discarded clothes and started the conversion process. The latter event was signaled by a click and a change in the volume and timbre of the steady whirring noise. After several minutes the new material inched through a wide, narrow slot near the base of the appliance, protruding like a very thin yellow tongue. Alicia waited until the full two yards had been ejected, at which time the machine automatically turned itself off.


Absorbed in the problem at hand, and for a time forgetful of her loneliness and occasional feelings of claustrophobia, she began to work, laying out her pattern on the material, holding it in place with pins—no machine had ever replaced the humble function of a straight pin—then cutting out the pattern. As she began to sew, putting the first darts into place, she looked ahead to the anniversary celebration. She supposed that she put too much stock in such special occasions, but they took on a unique importance after more than two years of isolation from all the familiar landmarks of her life on Earth. The new dress, pale as the moon, with its short skirt and narrow waist and lifted bodice, would—


She paused, staring, thoughts of Dave’s reaction fading from her mind. She closed her eyes and squeezed them shut and shook her head slightly. Then she opened them slowly.


An incredible, ugly purple blotch continued to spread across the beautiful yellow fabric. A light-sensitive dye, she thought, appearing only after several minutes’ exposure. There was no difficulty in finding an explanation for what was happening. The only trouble was that it was impossible. The convertor was foolproof.


She threw the material aside as if it were contaminated. It tore in her hands, weakened by the strange dye. “Yellow!” she blurted at the machine accusingly. “Repeat yellow, variety pale, degree very. Silken texture, lightweight—I mean, correction, very lightweight. Width thirty-six inches, length two yards. Purpose …”


She punched the red button which activated the converter’s memory, indicating to it that a repeat request had been made. The machine, responding to her voice, had already begun to whir smoothly. Moments later the wide tongue of color began to protrude from the slot. Alicia Perry sat down slowly, watching the fabric creep into view. A foot, two feet, then a yard of smooth, silken material appeared, a yard wide, light in weight. It was what she had requested in every respect but one. In color it was a jagged slash of crimson across a jet black background.


Alicia began to feel a stubborn anger. She had nothing suitable to wear for the planned anniversary party. What was happening was not supposed to be possible. Stiffly she repeated her fabric request. This time the machine ejected a coarse homespun fabric, dull brown with flecks of yellow and red. On the fourth try it sent forth ribbons of metallic gray material so insubstantial that it began to disintegrate when it fell to the floor.


The anger drained out of Alicia and was replaced by a dread she could not fathom. Her mouth was dry, her exposed arms and legs prickly with cold, though the temperature in the room remained warm. Obviously machine error was not impossible, she tried to reassure herself. Granted that the convertor was a sealed-in unit requiring no service. Granted that it had been programmed to eliminate the possibility of error. Granted that it had always performed almost flawlessly. Granted, too, that she had never even heard of a convertor going so completely awry. Nevertheless, any machine could conceivably break down. In fact, she could recall occasions when the convertor had put out a color too pale or too deep, a texture too coarse, requiring verbal correction. Was that so different from producing a completely different color or a defective weave?


The evidence of a capacity for error lay untouched on the floor, garish colors and contrasting textures tumbled together, mutely testifying that, in defiance of all the claims of their manufacturers, machines could fail.


It might only be the yellow, Alicia thought suddenly, or only the combination she had asked for.


She felt an odd reluctance to try again. She didn’t want to talk to the convertor or approach it closely. In spite of her attempts to explain away what had happened, she was frightened.


The convertor was like something alive, watching her impassively, its dials like concealed eyes. Alicia swallowed. “Change of request,” she said aloud, and was dismayed to hear her voice tremble. More firmly she repeated, “Change request. Order one. Purpose: nightgown, nonutilitarian style. Sheer white material, repeat sheer, repeat white. Length …”


She hurried through the request and waited, surprised to find her heart hammering almost painfully in her chest. She held one hand between her breasts, as if to quiet the thump inside. When the material appeared she took a step backward, almost tripping, fear pushing her. The convertor spat forth its abortion relentlessly, a tangled skein of mismatched fibers woven into the distorted madness of a black widow spider’s web.


Alicia Perry burst into tears.
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The chair was quite literally suspended in midair some thirty feet above the Tower’s floor. It appeared to float without support in the center of the structure, surrounded by the continuous span of vidscreens which re-created the universe as recorded by the system of orbiting cameras. In fact the chair rode on a slender column of air, an air-cable not much thicker than a similar metal counterpart but even safer than solid cables or supporting posts would have been.


Earth had appeared at the base of a screen to Dave Perry’s right an hour before. As the chair revolved Dave anticipated each return to the view of Earth in its slow climb across the black curtain of space. The planet was brilliant at this hour, a fiery eye dominating the huge panel of screens. Dave was studying it, thinking about Alicia’s longing to return and the decision which lay ahead of him at the conclusion of this three-year assignment on the station. Alicia was overoptimistic about how far their savings would go when they returned to the crowded planet. To judge by the back issue magazines and film clips delivered to the station on the last run, prices continued to skyrocket. And by escaping from Earth and its intensely competitive society for so long, Dave realized, he had lost his place in the scramble. He would be an outsider trying to break in again—unless he was willing to explore the opportunities available beyond Earth’s boundaries once more, a move he would not relish suggesting to Alicia….


He felt the chair lurch beneath him.


Dave Perry sat very still, alert and puzzled. The impression of unstable motion had quickly vanished. He might even question it as a trick of the mind, but he wasn’t ready to concede that. In spite of his height above the solid plastic slab floor he felt no alarm. Could something have fallen through the column of air carrying the chair, briefly breaking the support? Dave had heard nothing fall. Peering down into the gloom below, he saw nothing. The Tower was only dimly lighted to make the televised reproduction of the panorama of space stand out as sharply as possible. And there were no light controls built into the chair—an oversight, Dave thought, which he would have to correct. But he shrugged away a fleeting impulse to descend and inspect the controls governing the air cushion which pushed the chair up or down and caused it to revolve at a measured pace. Matching controls were housed in the chair and in a wall panel at floor level near the main doorway, but there was no one around to interfere with them.


Dave’s fingers tightened slowly on the contoured arms of his chair. Cool air brushed his face, and he knew that he was conscious of the chill because his face was unnaturally warm. He swallowed anger. Someone had opened a door, letting in that cool breath of air. There could be no one down there on the Tower floor but one of his family. No one else could be playing games with the controls affecting the spout of air on which Dave was held aloft. Both Kathy and Jackie were old enough to know better—or they should be.


“Jackie? Is that you?”


He kept his voice controlled, his temper even. There was no reply from the dim shadows at the base of the Tower. Dave’s hand moved toward the Down button on the chair. “Jackie? This isn’t very funny.”


Again no answer. It wasn’t like the boy to be so blatantly defiant. Yet someone was down there—Dave could feel a presence below, almost as if he could hear another’s breathing. The list of possibilities was short—Alicia, Kathy, the service robot—all more implausible than Jackie.


“Okay,” Dave said quietly. “I’m coming down.”


His finger found and pressed the Down button. The chair immediately began its smooth descent. Dave’s mouth tightened in a father’s expression of grim determination. For perhaps ten feet his progress was routine. Then the chair jolted to a stop, hesitated and reversed its direction, climbing quickly.


Somewhere in Dave Perry’s mind a chill of warning spoke, but its whisper was too incredible to be accepted. No enemy could be skulking in the Tower. On all the bleak surface of this little planet, and under the protective shell of the station, there were only four living human beings and one humanoid Technician. They moved against a background of Earthlike reality—vistas of green fields and city skylines, busy streets thronged with traffic and pedestrians. They played imaginary games with people who looked as real as they—and were insubstantial ghosts. Not really ghosts, but illusions, clever optical tricks, a bewildering montage of science’s best parlor games of visual deception, performed with mirrors and three-dimensional motion pictures and a complex lead-shielded machine called a Synthesizer, which also supplied most of the station’s heat as a by-product of its primary activity. This fantastic world, simulating the real environment of Earth, had been created solely so that these four people might live for a prolonged period of time on their own physical and emotional and psychological resources, daily bolstered by the sights and sounds and smells they had known all their lives.


“We’re like animals in a zoo,” Dave had once said to Alicia, tempering the remark with a grin. This was during the early months on E.L.S No. 17, when they felt more like joking. “We’re happier in surroundings that resemble our natural habitat.”


That resemblance never ceased to amaze. Even now, even after two-plus years, Dave Perry could find himself staring down a city street which did not exist (wrong! existed elsewhere, somewhere, but not here) with an automatic response to the valid testimony of his senses.


But he could not give credulity to a nemesis lurking below him in the dark Tower. An illusion could not tamper with the mechanism of a power unit, an illusion could not push a button, and no one living could possibly be present but his own family.


There was an emergency Stop control on the chair. Dave Perry jammed his thumb using it. Then he stabbed at the Down button. The chair slid obediently downward another ten feet. There it jerked to a halt, shuddered, tilted and abruptly plummeted toward the floor, out of control.


The braking action of the Stop control slowed the chair halfway down in its swift plunge. At that point the power unit shut off—or broke down—completely. Dave rode the chair all the way, letting it cushion the first impact. He was spilled out of his seat as the chair hit, its base and frame twisting sharply from the force of a twelve-foot free fall in the last moment onto unyielding plastic. Dave felt a vague gratitude for the deep foam padding which made the chair comfortable during long vigils, a feeling that was quickly obliterated by a hot stab of pain in his left shoulder as he struck the floor. He tumbled out of control, like a surfer lost in cascading foam, scraping off patches of skin here and there, cracking one knee and burning an ear. Luckily his shoulder and one outflung arm protected his head from a direct blow.


He ended up sprawled on his face and chest, half-stunned, his body sending shrill messages of alarm and protest to his brain. And in that confused moment before his senses sorted out their signals and his mind cleared, Dave Perry thought he heard the outer door to the Tower click as it closed.


The sound, real or imaginary, jarred him back to full awareness. Muscles taut, he listened to the silence. There was no sound of breathing, no sixth sense warning of an alien presence. He was alone.


Gingerly Dave tested his shoulder, wincing at the pain. But it had not been broken or dislocated. A muscle tear at worst. The knee might give him more trouble. He had a suspicion that it would swell and stiffen on him. As for the raw skin and assorted bruises—he shrugged. What concerned him more was the incredibility of what had occurred. Reason and fact seemed at war.


He rose slowly, testing his limbs. The twisted bulk of the chair lay nearby, its wreckage somehow shocking, a confirmation of reason’s failure. Dave limped past it toward the exit. He stopped to check the power controls for the chair. Staring upward, he was aware for the first time of the unnatural darkness in the upper half of the Tower. The complex of vidscreens had blacked out. And even as Dave watched, the few soft panel-lights which cast a dim glow against the walls of the Tower at the lower level flickered and went out. He stood in total, impenetrable darkness.


Instinct made him move quickly. He was near the outer door. One hand found its smooth metal surface, cool to the touch, and slid quickly to the locking mechanism. With a hiss the door slid away. Daylight flooded through the opening, washing away mystery and primitive panic.


Outside, Dave stood in the light and the midafternoon warmth, relieved and at the same time chagrined, half scornful of what he considered weakness. He drank in the familiar, comforting illusions: a young girl striding toward him in the sunlight of a summer day, brown legs winking appealingly; a stream of helicopters and airborne platforms droning overhead, creating patterns of lively colors; in the distance, a children’s playground filled with sculptured monsters over which the tiny figures climbed and slid and tumbled and fought, piercing the air with the shrill cries of children; nearby, a path that seemed to pass within a few feet of Dave, along which a smartly dressed businessman strode briskly with an absorbed expression, so close that Dave might almost have reached out to touch him—if he had not known that the entire scene and all of its players belonged to a shadow world in which he was allowed to walk, an artist’s three-dimensional canvas in relation to which he was not a spectator but a participant. Dave studied the panorama before him, welcoming its soothing normality even while he knew it was a clever deception.


At first glance he saw no one of his family. Then Jackie’s carrot top appeared in the distance, as if he had at that moment emerged from the school building on the far side of the station. He was trudging in the direction of the Tower at a boy’s desultory, frequently interrupted pace toward work. Beyond, around and before Jackie flowed a unique pictorial life. Dave thought he recognized a stocky figure appearing briefly on the boy’s path, a man who glanced over his shoulder toward Dave and hastily—or so it seemed—jumped out of sight. The impression of familiarity was no shock. Dave had lived with these mirages for two years—illusions so real that at a distance of fifty feet or even a dozen it was often impossible to distinguish concrete objects from their images—and he had long since accepted the fact that the cast of characters was limited, the course of their actions set like a classic play repeated over and over again at different times and on different stages, always played with an air of freshness. The supply of film, after all, was not inexhaustible. And even the Synthesizer, which was said to be able to reproduce the form of any object or person, was unable to initiate original action; it could only imitate.


But what had happened in the Tower, his memory reminded Dave bluntly, had not been illusion. Accident perhaps, but an accident he would have insisted strongly was impossible.


Calmer now, he turned back to the tall cylindrical building. A suspicion plucked at his mind and he pushed it aside. Before making any accusations he was determined to eliminate every other possibility. He hoped to find some sort of mechanical failure. Only after that hope died would he face the possibility of youthful pranks—pranks with an unpleasant suggestion of malice. As for ghosts who could turn out lights and bring chairs crashing down, he did not accept them at all.


Dave Perry stepped into the dark Tower, thoughtfully leaving the door open behind him.
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