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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.


      





Introduction



In the 1950s, when these stories were written, I began to be preoccupied with what seems to me the great unsolved problem of politics: how to keep the bastards from grinding you down.


All modern systems of government, including the most Utopian, are based on the assumption that the system will produce benevolent rulers, but in practice the bastards almost always end up on top, because power is what they want and because the less scrupulous they are, the easier it is for them to get it.


In “Rule Golden” I proposed an Utopian solution to this problem, a device which would cause anyone who deliberately hurt another person to feel his victim’s pain. (Cyril Kornbluth later pointed out to me that this wouldn’t work on masochists.)


I am fond of the design of the alien in this story—trilateral symmetry, which has many advantages. The war in Indochina is called that and not the Vietnam War because Indochina is what we called Vietnam then. The war was going on when I wrote the story, but quasi-formal U.S. involvement came later.


In “Natural State” I tried, another solution, the use of genetic engineering to decentralize society and break the pattern of high-consumption, capital-intensive living.


This story was the product of an editorial collaboration with Horace L. Gold, then the editor of Galaxy, who was famous for his ability to turn a writer’s idea on its head and make it new. My title for the story was “Cannon Fodder”; I wanted it to be about the epic adventures of a squad of soldiers trying to get a living cannon from here to there. Horace probably thought this was a dumb idea, and he was probably right; anyhow, he seized on the notion of an organic “machine” and made me elaborate it. Some of the details, including the knifebushes, were also his. I had to rewrite parts of the story twice for Horace, and that distressed me—I don’t know anybody who likes rewriting to editorial order—but when I got over that I liked the story, and it is still one of my favorites. I feel a strong sympathy for Alvah Gustad, because although he is both ignorant and innocent at the beginning of the story, there is a core of intelligence and stubbornness in him that eventually makes people stop walking over him.


The character of Wytak is based on that of William O’Dwyer, mayor of New York in the late 40s. I don’t know where Beej and Doc Bither came from.


The central idea of the story is foreshadowed in a still earlier effort, “Doorway to Kal-Jmar,” which I wrote when I was twenty and have since almost entirely forgotten; but Algis Budrys, who was about twelve when he read it, keeps telling me how great it was. Anyhow, I do dimly remember that the Martians in “Doorway to Kal-Jmar” had split into two races, one dependent on machines and the other relying on their own physical and mental powers. The idea was not new then—John W. Campbell had used it in 1937 in a story called “Forgetfulness,” and H. G. Wells before him in The Time Machine, published in 1896.


Jawj Pembun, the underdog in “Double Meaning,” is one of my favorite characters. I played him off against my version of a typical science fiction hero, Thorne Spangler—an ambitious upstart, tough, clever and unscrupulous. I wanted to show that the bastards don’t always win; they are vulnerable because they are self-deluding and humorless.


The aliens in this story again reflect my belief that if we encounter people on other planets they are not necessarily going to look like human beings, or like spiders or lizards or anything familiar. Another point I wanted to make is that the spectacular space battles in science fiction stories are illogical, because it would be so much simpler just to bomb the enemy’s planet apart. For this and other reasons I conclude that a galactic empire is a practical impossibility. I like this conclusion, although I don’t like the bombs. (My belief is that if the bastards can bomb a planet, eventually they will.)


“The Earth Quarter” is in part a reaction to the macho science fiction identified in the 50s with John Campbell, who would not publish any story in which another race turned out to be more advanced, smarter, or in any other way better than us. Considering the size and age of the universe, the likelihood that the human race is the pinnacle of creation seems to me vanishingly small. The villain of this story, Lawrence Rack, is my version of the hero of a story by L. Ron Hubbard, “To the Stars,” which Campbell published in 1950.


“The Dying Man,” a nonpolitical story, began as an inversion of a familiar science fiction theme, the immortal man or woman in a world of mortals. For several years before I wrote this story I had been reading a lot of speculative psychology, anthropology and mythology. I read eight or nine books by C. G. Jung, always hoping that the next one would explain the fascinating hints of the others, and always disappointed. Nevertheless, I think I got something immensely valuable from Jung, and from his disciple Erich Neumann. I also read Robert Briffault’s enormous The Mothers, a study of the evidence for a matriarchal society in prehistory; the quotation about the Alfurs of Poso comes either from this or from Frazer’s Golden Bough; I used to know which, but have forgotten.


One of the early scenes on the beach was inspired by a painting of Pablo Picasso’s, The Race (1922). The photomicrographs of disease-causing organisms can be found on Plate IV of the article “Bacteriology” in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1954 edition. The ideas about architecture are a logical development of something that is already happening, the trend toward less and less permanence, more and more temporary buildings. Although this story is a myth, in its general outlines I believe it represents a more likely future than any of the others described in this book.


I think it is worth noting that all these unconventional stories managed to get published in science fiction magazines in the 50s, and I want to express my deep gratitude toward the editors who encouraged me, helped me, and bought the stories: Horace L. Gold, Samuel S. Mines, Harry Harrison, and Larry T. Shaw.


DAMON KNIGHT 
Eugene, Oregon 
September 26, 1978





Rule Golden






I



A man in Des Moines kicked his wife when her back was turned. She was taken to the hospital, suffering from a broken coccyx.


So was he.


In Kansas City, Kansas, a youth armed with a .22 killed a schoolmate with one shot through the chest, and instantly dropped dead of heart-failure.


In Decatur two middleweights named Packy Morris and Leo Oshinsky simultaneously knocked each other out.


In St. Louis, a policeman shot down a fleeing bank robber and collapsed. The bank robber died; the policeman’s condition was described as critical.


I read those items in the afternoon editions of the Washington papers, and although I noted the pattern, I wasn’t much impressed. Every newspaperman knows that runs of coincidence are a dime a dozen; everything happens that way—plane crashes, hotel fires, suicide pacts, people running amok with rifles, people giving away all their money; name it and I can show you an epidemic of it in the files.


What I was actually looking for were stories originating in two places: my home town and Chillicothe, Missouri. Stories with those datelines had been carefully cut out of the papers before I got them, so, for the lack of anything better, I read everything datelined near either place. And that was how I happened to catch the Des Moines, Kansas City, Decatur and St. Louis items—all of those places will fit into a two-hundred-mile circle drawn with Chillicothe as its center.


I had asked for, but hadn’t got, a copy of my own paper. That made it a little tough, because I had to sit there, in a Washington hotel room at night—and if you know a lonelier place and time, tell me—and wonder if they had really shut us down.


I knew it was unlikely. I knew things hadn’t got that bad in America yet, by a long way. I knew they wanted me to sit there and worry about it, but I couldn’t help it.


Ever since La Prensa, every newspaper publisher on this continent has felt a cold wind blowing down his back.


That’s foolishness, I told myself. Not to wave the flag too much or anything, but the free speech tradition in this country is too strong; we haven’t forgotten Peter Zenger.


And then it occurred to me that a lot of editors must have felt the same way, just before their papers were suppressed on the orders of an American president named Abraham Lincoln.


So I took one more turn around the room and got back into bed, and although I had already read all the papers from bannerlines to box scores, I started leafing through them again, just to make a little noise. Nothing to do.


I had asked for a book, and hadn’t got it. That made sense, too; there was nothing to do in that room, nothing to distract me, nothing to read except newspapers—and how could I look at a newspaper without thinking of the Herald-Star?


My father founded the Herald-Star—the Herald part, that is, the Star came later—ten years before I was born. I inherited it from him, but I want to add that I’m not one of those publishers by right of primogeniture whose only function consists in supplying sophomoric by-lined copy for the front page; I started on the paper as a copy boy and I can still handle any job in a city room.


It was a good newspaper. It wasn’t the biggest paper in the Middle West, or the fastest growing, or the loudest; but we’d had two Pulitzer prizes in the last fifteen years, we kept our political bias on the editorial page, and up to now we had never knuckled under to anybody.


But this was the first time we had picked a fight with the U. S. Department of Defense.


Ten miles outside Chillicothe, Missouri, the Department had a little thousand-acre installation with three laboratory buildings, a small airfield, living quarters for a staff of two hundred and a one-story barracks. It was closed down in 1968 when the Phoenix-bomb program was officially abandoned.


Two years and ten months later, it was opened up again. A new and much bigger barracks went up in place of the old one; a two-company garrison moved in. Who else or what else went into the area, nobody knew for certain; but rumors came out.


We checked the rumors. We found confirmation. We published it, and we followed it up. Within a week we had a full-sized crusade started; we were asking for a congressional investigation, and it looked as if we might get it.


Then the President invited me and the publishers of twenty-odd other anti-administration dailies to Washington. Each of us got a personal interview with The Man; the Secretary of Defense was also present, to evade questions.


They asked me, as a personal favor and in the interests of national security, to kill the Chillicothe series.


After asking a few questions, to which I got the answers I expected, I politely declined.


And here I was.


The door opened. The guard outside looked in, saw me on the bed, and stepped back out of sight. Another man walked in: stocky build, straight black hair turning gray; about fifty. Confident eyes behind rimless bifocals.


“Mr. Dahl. My name is Carlton Frisbee.”


“I’ve seen your picture,” I told him. Frisbee was the Under Secretary of Defense, a career man, very able; he was said to be the brains of the Department.


He sat down facing me. He didn’t ask permission, and he didn’t offer to shake hands, which was intelligent of him.


“How do you feel about it now?” he asked.


“Just the same.”


He nodded. After a moment he said, “I’m going to try to explain our position to you, Mr. Dahl.”


I grinned at him. “The word you’re groping for is ‘awkward.’”


“No. It’s true that we can’t let you go in your present state of mind, but we can keep you. If necessary, you will be killed, Mr. Dahl. That’s how important Chillicothe is.”


“Nothing,” I said, “is that important.”


He cocked his head at me. “If you and your family lived in a community surrounded by hostile savages, who were kept at bay only because you had rifles—and if someone proposed to give them rifles—well?”


“Look,” I said, “let’s get down to cases. You claim that a new weapon is being developed at Chillicothe, is that right? It’s something revolutionary, and if the Russians got it first we would be sunk, and so on. In other words, the Manhattan Project all over again.”


“Right.”


“Okay. Then why has Chillicothe got twice the military guard it had when it was an atomic research center, and a third of the civilian staff?”


He started to speak.


“Wait a minute, let me finish. Why, of the fifty-one scientists we have been able to trace to Chillicothe, are there seventeen linguists and philologists, three organic chemists, five physiologists, twenty-six psychologists, and not one single physicist?”


“In the first place—were you about to say something?”


“All right, go ahead.”


“You know I can’t answer those questions factually, Mr. Dahl, but speaking conjecturally, can’t you conceive of a psychological weapon?”


“You can’t answer them at all. My third question is, why have you got a wall around that place—not just a stockade, a wall, with guard towers on it? Never mind speaking conjecturally. Now I’ll answer your question. Yes, I can conceive of psychological experimentation that you might call weapons research, I can think of several possibilities, and there isn’t a damn one of them that wouldn’t have to be used on American citizens before you could get anywhere near the Russians with it.”


His eyes were steady behind the bright lenses. He didn’t say, “We seem to have reached a deadlock,” or “Evidently it would be useless to discuss this any further”; he simply changed the subject.


“There are two things we can do with you, Mr. Dahl; the choice will be up to you. First, we can indict you for treason and transfer you to a Federal prison to await trial. Under the revised Alien and Sedition Act, we can hold you incommunicado for at least twelve months, and, of course, no bail will be set. I feel bound to point out to you that in this case, it would be impossible to let you come to trial until the danger of breaching security at Chillicothe is past. If necessary, as I told you, you would die in prison.


“Second, we can admit you to Chillicothe itself as a press representative. We would, in this case, allow you full access to all nontechnical information about the Chillicothe project as it develops, with permission to publish as soon as security is lifted. You would be confined to the project until that time, and I can’t offer you any estimate of how long it might be. In return, you would be asked to write letters plausibly explaining your absence to your staff and to close friends and relatives, and—providing that you find Chillicothe to be what we say it is and not what you suspect—to work out a series of stories for your newspaper which will divert attention from the project.”


He seemed to be finished. I said, “Frisbee, I hate to tell you this, but you’re overlooking a point. Let’s just suppose for a minute that Chillicothe is what I think it is. How do I know that once I got inside I might not somehow or other find myself writing that kind of copy whether I felt like it or not?”


He nodded. “What guarantees would you consider sufficient?”


I thought about that. It was a nice point. I was angry enough, and scared enough, to feel like pasting Frisbee a good one and then seeing how far I could get; but one thing I couldn’t figure out, and that was why, if Frisbee wasn’t at least partly on the level, he should be here at all.


If they wanted me in Chillicothe, they could drag me there.


After a while I said, “Let me call my managing editor and tell him where I’m going. Let me tell him that I’ll call him again—on a video circuit—within three days after I get there, when I’ve had time to inspect the whole area. And that if I don’t call, or if I look funny or sound funny, he can start worrying.”


He nodded again. “Fair enough.” He stood up. “I won’t ask you to shake hands with me now, Mr. Dahl; later on I hope you will.” He turned and walked to the door, unhurried, calm, imperturbable, the way he had come in.


Six hours later I was on a westbound plane.





That was the first day.


The second day, an inexplicable epidemic broke out in the slaughterhouses of Chicago and surrounding areas. The symptoms were a sudden collapse followed by nausea, incontinence, anemia, shock, and in some cases, severe pain in the occipital and cervical regions. Or: as one victim, an A. F. of L. knacker with twenty-five years’ experience in the nation’s abattoirs, succinctly put it: “It felt just like I was hit in the head.”


Local and Federal health authorities immediately closed down the affected slaughterhouses, impounded or banned the sale of all supplies of fresh meat in the area, and launched a sweeping investigation. Retail food stores sold out their stocks of canned, frozen and processed meats early in the day; seafood markets reported their largest volume of sales in two decades. Eggs and cheese were in short supply.


Fifty-seven guards, assistant wardens and other minor officials of the Federal penitentiary at Leavenworth, Kansas, submitted a group resignation to Warden Hermann R. Longo. Their explanation of the move was that all had experienced a religious conversion, and that assisting in the forcible confinement of other human beings was inconsonant with their beliefs.


Near Louisville, Kentucky, neighbors attracted by cries for help found a forty-year-old woman and her twelve-year-old daughter both severely burned. The woman, whose clothing was not even scorched although her upper body was covered with first and second degree burns, admitted pushing the child into a bonfire, but in her hysterical condition was unable to give a rational account of her own injuries.


There was also a follow-up on the Des Moines story about the man who kicked his wife. Remember that I didn’t say he had a broken coccyx; I said he was suffering from one. A few hours after he was admitted to the hospital he stopped doing so, and he was released into police custody when X-rays showed no fracture.


Straws in the wind.


At five-thirty that morning, I was waking up my managing editor, Eli Freeman, with a monitored long-distance call—one of Frisbee’s bright young men waiting to cut me off if I said anything I shouldn’t. The temptation was strong, just the same, but I didn’t.


From six to eight-thirty I was on a plane with three taciturn guards. I spent most of the time going over the last thirty years of my life, and wondering how many people would remember me two days after they wrapped my obituary around their garbage.


We landed at the airfield about a mile from the Project proper, and after one of my hitherto silent friends had finished a twenty-minute phone call, a limousine took us over to a long, temporary-looking frame building just outside the wall. It took me only until noon to get out again; I had been fingerprinted, photographed, stripped, examined, X-rayed, urinanalyzed, blood-tested, showered, disinfected, and given a set of pinks to wear until my own clothes had been cleaned and fumigated. I also got a numbered badge which I was instructed to wear on the left chest at all times, and an identity card to keep in my wallet when I got my wallet back.


Then they let me through the gate, and I saw Chillicothe.


I was in a short cul-de-sac formed by the gate and two walls of masonry, blank except for firing slits. Facing away from the gate I could see one of the three laboratory buildings a good half-mile away. Between me and it was a geometrical forest of poles with down-pointing reflectors on their crossbars. Floodlights,


I didn’t like that. What I saw a few minutes later I liked even less. I was bouncing across the flat in a jeep driven by a stocky, moon-faced corporal; we passed the first building, and I saw the second.


There was a ring of low pillboxes around it. And their guns pointed inward, toward the building.





Major General Parst was a big, bald man in his fifties, whose figure would have been more military if the Prussian corset had not gone out of fashion. I took him for a Pentagon soldier; he had the Pentagon smoothness of manner, but there seemed to be a good deal more under it than the usual well-oiled vacancy. He was also, I judged, a very worried man.


“There’s just one thing I’d like to make clear to you at the beginning, Mr. Dahl. I’m not a grudge-holding man, and I hope you’re not either, because there’s a good chance that you and I will be seeing a lot of each other during the next three or four years. But I thought it might make it a little easier for you to know that you’re not the only one with a grievance. You see this isn’t an easy job, it never has been. I’m just stating the fact: it’s been considerably harder since your newspaper took an interest in us.” He spread his hands and smiled wryly.


“Just what is your job, General?”


“You mean, what is Chillicothe.” He snorted. “I’m not going to waste my breath telling you.”


My expression must have changed.


“Don’t misunderstand me—I mean that if I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. I didn’t myself. I’m going to have to show you.” He stood up, looking at his wristwatch. “I have a little more than an hour. That’s more than enough for the demonstration, but you’re going to have a lot of questions afterward. We’d better start.”


He thumbed his intercom. “I’ll be in Section One for the next fifteen minutes.”


When we were in the corridor outside he said, “Tell me something, Mr. Dahl: I suppose it occurred to you that if you were right in your suspicions of Chillicothe, you might be running a certain personal risk in coming here, in spite of any precautions you might take?”


“I considered the possibility. I haven’t seen anything to rule it out yet.”


“And still, I gather that you chose this alternative almost without hesitation. Why was that, if you don’t mind telling me?”


It was a fair question. There’s nothing very attractive about a Federal prison, but at least they don’t saw your skull open there, or turn your mind inside out with drugs. I said, “Call it curiosity.”


He nodded. “Yes. A very potent force, Mr. Dahl. More mountains have been moved by it than by faith.”


We passed a guard with a T44, then a second, and a third. Finally Parst stopped at the first of three metal doors. There was a small pane of thick glass set into it at eye-level, and what looked like a microphone grill under that. Parst spoke into the grill: “Open up Three, Sergeant.”


“Yes, sir.”


I followed Parst to the second door. It slid open as we reached it and we walked into a large, empty room. The door closed behind us with a thud and a solid click. Both sounds rattled back startlingly; the room was solid metal, I realized—floor, walls and ceiling.


In the opposite wall was another heavy door. To my left was a huge metal hemisphere, painted the same gray as the walls, with a machine-gun’s snout projecting through a horizontal slit in a deadly and impressive manner.


Echoes blurred the General’s voice: “This is Section One. We’re rather proud of it. The only entrance to the central room is here, but each of the three others that adjoin it is covered from a gun-turret like that one. The gun rooms are accessible only from the corridors outside.”


He motioned me over to the other door. “This door is double,” he said. “It’s going to be an airlock eventually, we hope. All right, Sergeant.”


The door slid back, exposing another one a yard farther in; like the others, it had a thick inset panel of glass.


Parst stepped in and waited for me. “Get ready for a shock,” he said.


I loosened the muscles in my back and shoulders; my wind isn’t what it used to be, but I can still hit. Get ready for one yourself, I thought, if this is what I think it is.


I walked into the tiny room, and heard the door thump behind me. Parst motioned to the glass pane.


I saw a room the size of the one behind me. There was a washbasin in it, and a toilet, and what looked like a hammock slung across one corner, and a wooden table with papers and a couple of pencils or crayons on it.


And against the far wall, propped upright on an ordinary lunch-counter stool, was something I couldn’t recognize at all; I saw it and I didn’t see it. If I had looked away then, I couldn’t possibly have told anyone what it looked like.


Then it stirred slightly, and I realized that it was alive.


I saw that it had eyes.


I saw that it had arms.


I saw that it had legs.


Very gradually the rest of it came into focus. The top was about four feet off the floor, a small truncated cone about the size and shape of one of those cones of string that some merchants keep to tie packages. Under that came the eyes, three of them. They were round and oyster-gray, with round black pupils, and they faced in different directions. They were set into a flattened bulb of flesh that just fitted under the base of the cone; there was no nose, no ears, no mouth, and no room for any.


The cone was black; the rest of the thing was a very dark, shiny blue-gray.


The head, if that is the word, was supported by a thin neck from which a sparse growth of fuzzy spines curved down and outward, like a botched attempt at feathers. The neck thickened gradually until it became the torso. The torso was shaped something like a bottle gourd, except that the upper lobe was almost as large as the lower. The upper lobe expanded and contracted evenly, all around, as the thing breathed.


Between each arm and the next, the torso curved inward to form a deep vertical gash.


There were three arms and three legs, spaced evenly around the body so that you couldn’t tell front from back. The arms sprouted just below the top of the torso, the legs from its base. The legs were bent only slightly to reach the floor; each hand, with five slender, shapeless fingers, rested on the opposite-number thigh. The feet were a little like a chicken’s…


I turned away and saw Parst; I had forgotten he was there, and where I was, and who I was. I don’t recall planning to say anything, but I heard my own voice, faint and hoarse:


“Did you make that?”





II



“Stop it!” he said sharply.


I was trembling. I had fallen into a crouch without realizing it, weight on my toes, fists clenched.


I straightened up slowly and put my hands into my pockets. “Sorry.”


The speaker rasped.


“Is everything all right, sir?”


“Yes, Sergeant,” said Parst. “We’re coming out.” He turned as the door opened, and I followed him, feeling all churned up inside.


Halfway down the corridor I stopped. Parst turned and looked at me.


“Ithaca,” I said.


Five months back there had been a Monster-from-Mars scare in and around Ithaca, New York; several hundred people had seen, or claimed to have seen, a white wingless aircraft hovering over various out-of-the-way places; and over thirty, including one very respectable Cornell professor, had caught sight of something that wasn’t a man in the woods around Cayuga Lake. None of these people had got close enough for a good look, but nearly all of them agreed on one point—the thing walked erect, but had too many arms and legs…


“Yes,” said Parst. “That’s right. But let’s talk about it in my office, Mr. Dahl.”


I followed him back there. As soon as the door was shut I said, “Where did it come from? Are there any more of them? What about the ship?”


He offered me a cigarette. I took it and sat down, hitting the chair by luck.


“Those are just three of the questions we can’t answer,” he said. “He claims that his home world revolves around a sun in our constellation of Aquarius; he says that it isn’t visible from Earth. He also—”


I said, “He talks—? You’ve taught him to speak English?” For some reason that was hard to accept; then I remembered the linguists.


“Yes. Quite well, considering that he doesn’t have vocal cords like ours. He uses a tympanum under each of those vertical openings in his body—those are his mouths. His name is Aza-Kra, by the way. I was going to say that he also claims to have come here alone. As for the ship, he says it’s hidden, but he won’t tell us where. We’ve been searching that area, particularly the hills near Cayuga and the lake itself, but we haven’t turned it up yet. It’s been suggested that he may have launched it under remote control and put it into an orbit somewhere outside the atmosphere. The Lunar Observatory is watching for it, and so are the orbital stations, but I’m inclined to think that’s a dead end. In any case, that’s not my responsibility. He had some gadgets in his possession when he was captured, but even those are being studied elsewhere. Chillicothe is what you saw a few minutes ago, and that’s all it is. God knows it’s enough.”


His intercom buzzed. “Yes.”


“Dr. Meshevski would like to talk to you about the technical vocabularies, sir.”


“Ask him to hold it until the conference if he possibly can.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Two more questions we can’t answer,” Parst said, “are what his civilization is like and what he came here to do. I’ll tell you what he says. The planet he comes from belongs to a galactic union of highly advanced, peace-loving races. He came here to help us prepare ourselves for membership in that union.”


I was trying hard to keep up, but it wasn’t easy. After a moment I said, “Suppose it’s true?”


He gave me the cold eye.


“All right, suppose it’s true.” For the first time, his voice was impatient. “Then suppose the opposite. Think about it for a minute.”


I saw where he was leading me, but I tried to circle around to it from another direction; I wanted to reason it out for myself. I couldn’t make the grade; I had to fall back on analogies, which are a kind of thinking I distrust.


You were a cannibal islander, and a missionary came along. He meant well, but you thought he wanted to steal your yamfields and your wives, so you chopped him up and ate him for dinner.


Or:


You were a cannibal islander, and a missionary came You treated him as a guest, but he made a slave of you, worked you till you dropped, and finally wiped out your whole nation, to the last woman and child.


I said, “A while ago you mentioned three or four years as the possible term of the Project. Did you—?”


“That wasn’t meant to be taken literally,” he said. “It may take a lifetime.” He was staring at his desk-top.


“In other words, if nothing stops you, you’re going to go right on just this way, sitting on this thing. Until What’s-his-name dies, or his friends show up with an army, or something else blows it wide open.”


“That’s right.”


“Well, damn it, don’t you see that’s the one thing you can’t do? Either way you guess it, that won’t work. If he’s friendly—”


Parst lifted a pencil in his hand and slapped it palm-down against the desk-top. His mouth was tight. “It’s necessary,” he said.


After a silent moment he straightened in his chair and spread the fingers of his right hand at me. “One,” he said, touching the thumb: “weapons. Leaving everything else aside, if we can get one strategically superior weapon out of him, or the theory that will enable us to build one, then we’ve got to do it and we’ve got to do it in secret.”


The index finger. “Two: the spaceship.” Middle finger. “Three: the civilization he comes from. If they’re planning to attack us we’ve got to find that out, and when, and how, and what we can do about it.” Ring finger. “Four: Aza-Kra himself. If we don’t hold him in secret we can’t hold him at all, and how do we know what he might do if we let him go? There isn’t a single possibility we can rule out. Not one.”


He put the hand flat on the desk. “Five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, infinity. Biology, psychology, sociology, ecology, chemistry, physics, right down the line. Every science. In any one of them we might find something that would mean the difference between life and death for this country or this whole planet.”


He stared at me for a moment, his face set. “You don’t have to remind me of the other possibilities, Dahl. I know what they are; I’ve been on this project for thirteen weeks. I’ve also heard of the Golden Rule, and the Ten Commandments, and the Constitution of the United States. But this is the survival of the human race we’re talking about.”


I opened my mouth to say “That’s just the point,” or something equally stale, but I shut it again; I saw it was no good. I had one argument—that if this alien ambassador was what he claimed to be, then the whole world had to know about it; any nation that tried to suppress that knowledge, or dictate the whole planet’s future, was committing a crime against humanity. That, on the other hand, if he was an advance agent for an invasion fleet, the same thing was true only a great deal more so.


Beyond that I had nothing but instinctive moral conviction; and Parst had that on his side too; so did Frisbee and the President and all the rest. Being who and what they were, they had to believe as they did. Maybe they were right.


Half an hour later, the last thought I had before my head hit the pillow was, Suppose there isn’t any Aza-Kra? Suppose that thing was a fake, a mechanical dummy?


But I knew better, and I slept soundly.





That was the second day. On the third day, the front pages of the more excitable newspapers were top-heavy with forty-eight-point headlines. There were two Chicago stories. The first, in the early afternoon editions, announced that every epidemic victim had made a complete recovery, that health department experts had been unable to isolate any disease-causing agent in the stock awaiting slaughter, and that although several cases not involving stockyard employees had been reported, not one had been traced to consumption of infected meat. A Chicago epidemiologist was quoted as saying, “It could have been just a gigantic coincidence.”


The later story was a lulu. Although the slaughter-houses had not been officially reopened or the ban on fresh-meat sales rescinded, health officials allowed seventy of the previous day’s victims to return to work as an experiment. Within half an hour every one of them was back—in the hospital, suffering from a second, identical attack.


Oddly enough—at first glance—sales of fresh meat in areas outside the ban dropped slightly in the early part of the day (“They say it’s all right, but you won’t catch me taking a chance”), rose sharply in the evening (“I’d better stock up before there’s a run on the butcher shops”).


Warden Longo, in an unprecedented move, added his resignation to those of the fifty-seven “conscience” employees of Leavenworth. Well-known as an advocate of prison reform, Longo explained that his subordinates’ example had convinced him that only so dramatic a gesture could focus the American public’s attention upon the injustice and inhumanity of the present system.


He was joined by two hundred and three of the Federal institution’s remaining employees, bringing the total to more than eighty per cent of Leavenworth’s permanent staff.


The movement was spreading. In Terre Haute, Indiana, eighty employees of the Federal penitentiary were reported to have resigned. Similar reports came from the State prisons of Iowa, Missouri, Illinois and Indiana, and from city and county correctional institutions from Kansas City to Cincinnati.


The war in Indo-China was crowded back among the stock-market reports. Even the official announcement that the first Mars rocket was nearing completion in its sub-lunar orbit—front-page news at any normal time—got an inconspicuous paragraph in some papers and was dropped entirely by others.


But I found an item in a St. Louis paper about the policeman who had collapsed after shooting a criminal. He was dead.


I woke up a little before dawn that morning, having had a solid fifteen hours’ sleep. I found the cafeteria and hung around until it opened. That was where Captain Ritchy-loo tracked me down.


He came in as I was finishing my second order of ham and eggs, a big, blond, swimming-star type, full of confidence and good cheer. “You must be Mr. Dahl. My name is Ritchy-loo.”


I let him pump my hand and watched him sit down. “How do you spell it?” I asked him.


He grinned happily. “It is a tough one, isn’t it? French. R, i, c, h, e, l, i, e, u.”


Richelieu. Ritchy-loo.


I said, “What can I do for you, Captain?”


“Ah, it’s what I can do for you, Mr. Dahl. You’re a VIP around here, you know. You’re getting the triple-A guided tour, and I’m your guide.”


I hate people who are cheerful in the morning.


We went out into the pale glitter of early-morning sunshine on the flat; the floodlight poles and the pillboxes trailed long, mournful shadows. There was a jeep waiting, and Ritchy-loo took the wheel himself.


We made a right turn around the corner of the building and then headed down one of the diagonal avenues between the poles. I glanced into the firing slit of one of the pillboxes as we passed it, and saw the gleam of somebody’s spectacles.


“That was B building that we just came out of,” said the captain. “Most of the interesting stuff is there, but you want to see everything, naturally, so we’ll go over to C first and then back to A.”


The huge barracks, far off to the right, looked deserted; I saw a few men in fatigues here and there, spearing stray bits of paper. Beyond the building we were heading for, almost against the wall, tiny figures were leaping rhythmically, opening and closing like so many animated scissors.


It was a well-policed area, at any rate; I watched for a while, out of curiosity, and didn’t see a single cigarette paper or gum wrapper.


To the left of the barracks and behind it was a miniature town—neat one-story cottages, all alike, all the same distance apart. The thing that struck me about it was that there were none of the signs of a permanent camp—no borders of whitewashed stones, no trees, no shrubs, no flowers. No wives, I thought.


“How’s morale here, Captain?” I asked.


“Now, it’s funny you should ask that. That happens to be my job, I’m the Company B morale officer. Well, I should say that all things considered, we aren’t doing too badly. Of course, we have a few difficulties. These men are here on eighteen-month assignments, and that’s a kind of a long time without passes or furloughs. We’d like to make the hitches shorter, naturally, but of course you understand that there aren’t too many fresh but seasoned troops available just now.”


“No.”


“But, we do our best. Now here’s C building.”


Most of C building turned out to be occupied by chemical laboratories: long rows of benches covered by rank growths of glassware, only about a fifth of it working, and nobody watching more than a quarter of that.


“What are they doing here?”


“Over my head,” said Ritchy-loo cheerfully. “Here’s Dr. Vitale, let’s ask him.”


Vitale was a little sharp-featured man with a nervous blink. “This is the atmosphere section,” he said. “We’re trying to analyze the atmosphere which the alien breathes. Eventually we hope to manufacture it.”


That was a point that hadn’t occurred to me. “He can’t breathe our air?”


“No, no. Altogether different.”


“Well, where does he get the stuff he does breathe, then?”


The little man’s lips worked. “From that cone-shaped mechanism on the top of his head. An atmosphere plant that you could put in your pocket. Completely incredible. We can’t get an adequate sample without taking it off him, and we can’t take it off him without killing him. We have to deduce what he breathes in from what he breathes out. Very difficult.” He went away.


All the same, I couldn’t see much point in it. Presumably if Aza-Kra couldn’t breathe our air, we couldn’t breathe his—so anybody who wanted to examine him would have to wear an oxygen tank and a breathing mask.


But it was obvious enough, and I got it in another minute. If the prisoner didn’t have his own air-supply, it would be that much harder for him to break out past the gun rooms and the guards in the corridors and the pillboxes and the floodlights and the wall…


We went on, stopping at every door. There were store-rooms, sleeping quarters, a few offices. The rest of the rooms were empty.


Ritchy-loo wanted to go on to A building, but I was being perversely thorough, and I said we would go through the barracks and the company towns first. We did; it took us three hours, and thinned down Ritchy-loo’s stream of cheerful conversation to a trickle. We looked everywhere, and of course we did not find anything that shouldn’t have been there.


A building was the recreation hall. Canteen, library, gymnasium, movie theater, PX, swimming pool. It was also the project hospital and dispensary. Both sections were well filled.


So we went back to B. And it was almost noon, so we had lunch in the big air-conditioned cafeteria. I didn’t look forward to it; I expected that rest and food would turn on Ritchy-loo’s conversational spigot again, and if he didn’t get any response to the first three or four general topics he tried, I was perfectly sure he would begin telling me jokes. Nothing of the kind happened. After a few minutes I saw why, or thought I did. Looking around the room, I saw face after face with the same blank look on it; there wasn’t a smile or an animated expression in the place. And now that I was paying attention I noticed that the sounds were odd, too. There were more than a hundred people in the room, enough to set up a beehive roar; but there was so little talking going on that you could pick out individual sentences with ease, and they were all trochaic—Want some sugar? No, thanks. Like that.


It was infectious; I was beginning to feel it now myself—an execution-chamber kind of mood, a feeling that we were all shut up in a place that we couldn’t get out of, and where something horrible was going to happen. Unless you’ve ever been in a group made up of people who had that feeling and were reinforcing it in each other, it’s indescribable; but it was very real and very hard to take.


Ritchy-loo left half a chop on his plate; I finished mine, but it choked me.


In the corridor outside I asked him, “Is it always as bad as that?”


“You noticed it too? That place gives me the creeps, I don’t know why. It’s the same way in the movies, too, lately—wherever you get a lot of these people together. I just don’t understand it.” For a second longer he looked worried and thoughtful, and then he grinned suddenly. “I don’t want to say anything against civilians, Mr. Dahl, but I think that bunch is pretty far gone.”


I could have hugged him. Civilians! If Ritchy-loo was more than six months away from a summer-camp counselor’s job, I was a five-star general.


We started at the end of the corridor and worked our way down. We looked into a room with an X-ray machine and a fluoroscope in it, and a darkroom, and a room full of racks and filing cabinets, and a long row of offices.


Then Ritchy-loo opened a door that revealed two men standing on opposite sides of a desk, spouting angry German at each other. The tall one noticed us after a second, said, “’St, ’st,” to the other, and then to us, coldly, “You might, at least, knock.”


“Sorry, gentlemen,” said Ritchy-loo brightly. He closed the door and went on to the next on the same side. This opened onto a small, bare room with nobody in it but a stocky man with corporal’s stripes on his sleeve. He was sitting hunched over, elbows on knees, hands over his face. He didn’t move or look up.


I have a good ear, and I had managed to catch one sentence of what the fat man next door had been saying to the tall one. It went like this: “Nein, nein, das ist bestimmt nicht die Klaustrophobie; Ich sage dir, es ist das dreifüssige Tier, das sie störrt.”


My college German came back to me when I prodded it, but it creaked a little. While I was still working at it, I asked Ritchy-loo, “What was that?”


“Psychiatric section,” he said.


“You get many psycho cases here?”


“Oh, no,” he said. “Just the normal percentage, Mr. Dahl. Less, in fact.”


The captain was a poor liar.


“Klaustrophobie” was easy, of course. “Dreifüssige Tier” stopped me until I remembered that the German for “zoo” is “Tiergarten.” Dreifiissige Tier; the three-footed beast. The triped.


The fat one had been saying to the tall one, “No, no, it is absolutely not claustrophobia; I tell you, it’s the triped, that’s disturbing them.”


Three-quarters of an hour later we had peered into the last room in B building: a long office full of IBM machines. We had now been over every square yard of Chillicothe, and I had seen for myself that no skullduggery was going forward anywhere in it. That was the idea behind the guided tour, as Ritchy-loo was evidently aware.


He said, “Well, that just about wraps it up, Mr. Dahl. By the way, the General’s office asked me to tell you that if it’s all right with you, they’ll set up that phone call for you for four o’clock this afternoon.”


I looked down at the rough map of the building I’d been drawing as we went along. “There’s one place we haven’t been, Captain,” I said. “Section One.”


“Oh, well that’s right, that’s right. You saw that yesterday, though, didn’t you, Mr. Dahl?”


“For about two minutes. I wasn’t able to take much of it in. I’d like to see it again, if it isn’t too much trouble. Or even if it is.”


Ritchy-loo laughed heartily. “Good enough. Just wait a second, I’ll see if I can get you a clearance on it.” He walked down the corridor to the nearest wall phone.


After a few moments he beckoned me over, palming the receiver. “The General says there are two research groups in there now and it would be a little crowded. He says he’d like you to postpone it if you think you can.”


“Tell him that’s perfectly all right, but in that case I think we’d better put off the phone call, too.”


He repeated the message, and waited. Finally, “Yes. Yes, uh-huh. Yes, I’ve got that. All right.”


He turned to me. “The General says it’s all right for you to go in for half an hour and watch, but he’d appreciate it if you’ll be careful not to distract the people who’re working in there.”


I had been hoping the General would say no. I wanted to see the alien again, all right, but what I wanted the most was time.


This was the second day I had been at Chillicothe. By tomorrow at the latest I would have to talk to Eli Freeman; and I still hadn’t figured out any sure, safe way to tell him that Chillicothe was a legitimate research project, not to be sniped at by the Herald-Star—and make him understand that I didn’t mean a word of it.


I could simply refuse to make the call, or I could tell him as much of the truth as I could before I was cut off—two words, probably—but it was a cinch that call would be monitored at the other end, too; that was part of what Ritchy-loo meant by “setting up the call.” Somebody from the FBI would be sitting at Freeman’s elbow… and I wasn’t telling myself fairy tales about Peter Zenger any more.


They would shut the paper down, which was not only the thing I wanted least in the world but a thing that would do nobody any good.


I wanted Eli to spread the story by underground channels—spread it so far, and time the release so well, that no amount of censorship could kill it.


Treason is a word every man has to define for himself.


Ritchy-loo did the honors for me at the gun-room door, and then left me, looking a little envious. I don’t think he bad ever been inside Section One.


There was somebody ahead of me in the tiny antechamber, I found: a short, wide-shouldered man with a sheepdog tangle of black hair.


He turned as the door closed behind me. “Hi. Oh—you’re Dahl, aren’t you?” He had a young, pleasant, meaningless face behind dark-rimmed glasses. I said yes.


He put a half-inch of cigarette between his lips and shook hands with me. “Somebody pointed you out. Glad to know you; my name’s Donnelly. Physical psych section—very junior.” He pointed through the spy-window. “What do you think of him?”


Aza-Kra was sitting directly in front of the window; his lunch-counter stool had been moved into the center of the room. Around him were four men: two on the left, sitting on folding chairs, talking to him and occasionally making notes; two on the right, standing beside a waist-high enclosed mechanism from which wires led to the upper lobe of the alien’s body. The ends of the wires were taped against his skin.


“That isn’t an easy question,” I said.


Donnelly nodded without interest. “That’s my boss there,” he said, “the skinny, gray-haired guy on the right. We get on each other’s nerves. If he gets that setup operating this session, I’m supposed to go in and take notes. He won’t, though.”


“What is it?”


“Electroencephalograph. See, his brain isn’t in his head, it’s in his upper thorax there. Too much insulation in the way. We can’t get close enough for a good reading without surgery. I say we ought to drop it till we get permission, but Hendricks thinks he can lick it. Those two on the other side are interviewers. Like to hear what they’re saying?”


He punched one of two buttons set into the door beside the speaker grill, under the spy-window. “If you’re ever in here alone, remember you can’t get out while this is on. You turn on the speaker here, it turns off the one in the gun room. They wouldn’t be able to hear you ask to get out.”


Inside, a monotonous voice was saying, “… have that here, but what exactly do you mean by…”


“I ought to be in physiology,” Donnelly said, lowering his voice. “They have all the fun. You see his eyes?”


I looked. The center one was staring directly toward us; the other two were tilted, almost out of sight around the curve of that bulb of blue-gray flesh.


“… in other words, just what is the nature of this energy, is it—uh—transmitted by waves, or…”


“He can look three ways at once,” I said.


“Three, with binocular,” Donnelly agreed. “Each eye can function independently or couple with the one on either side. So he can have a series of overlapping monocular images, all the way around, or he can have up to three binocular images. They focus independently, too. He could read a newspaper and watch for his wife to come out of the movie across the street.”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “He has six eyes, not three?”


“Sure. Has to, to keep the symmetry and still get binocular vision.”


“Then he hasn’t got any front or back,” I said slowly.


“No, that’s right. He’s trilaterally symmetrical. Drive you crazy to watch him walk. His legs work the same way as his eyes—any one can pair up with either of the others. He wants to change direction, he doesn’t have to turn around. I’d hate to try to catch him in an open field.”


“How did they catch him?” I asked.


“Luckiest thing in the world. Found him in the woods with two broken ankles. Now look at his hands. What do you see?”


The voice inside was still droning; evidently it was a long question. “Five fingers,” I said.


“Nope.” Donnelly grinned. “One finger, four thumbs. See how they oppose, those two on either side of the middle finger? He’s got a better hand than ours. One hell of an efficient design. Brain in his thorax where it’s safe, six eyes on a stalk—trachea up there too, no connection with the esophagus, so he doesn’t need an epiglottis. Three of everything else. He can lose a leg and still walk, lose an arm and still type, lose two eyes and still see better than we do. He can lose—”


I didn’t hear him. The interviewer’s voice had stopped, and Aza-Kra’s had begun. It was frightening, because it was a buzzing and it was a voice.


I couldn’t take in a word of it; I had enough to do absorbing the fact that there were words.


Then it stopped, and the interviewer’s ordinary, flat Middle Western voice began again.


“—And just try to sneak up behind him,” said Donnelly. “I dare you.”


Again Aza-Kra spoke briefly, and this time I saw the flesh at the side of his body, where the two lobes flowed together, bulge slightly and then relax.


“He’s talking with one of his mouths,” I said. “I mean, one of those—” I took a deep breath. “If he breathes through the top of his head, and there’s no connection between his lungs and his vocal organs, then where the hell does he get the air?”


“He belches. Not as inconvenient as it sounds. You could learn to do it if you had to.” Donnelly laughed. “Not very fragrant, though. Watch their faces when he talks.”


I watched Aza-Kra’s instead—what there was of it: one round, expressionless, oyster-colored eye staring back at me. With a human opponent, I was thinking, there were a thousand little things that you relied on to help you: facial expressions, mannerisms, signs of emotion. Rut Parst had been right when he said, There isn’t a single possibility we can rule out. Not one. And so had the fat man: It’s the triped that’s disturbing them. And Ritchy-loo: It’s the same way… wherever you get a lot of these people together.


And I still hadn’t figured out any way to tell Freeman what he had to know.


I thought I could arouse Eli’s suspicion easily enough; we knew each other well enough for a word or a gesture to mean a good deal. I could make him look for hidden meanings. But how could I hide a message so that Eli would be more likely to dig it out than a trained FBI cryptologist?


I stared at Aza-Kra’s glassy eye as if the answer were there. It was going to be a video circuit, I told myself. Donnelly was still yattering in my ear, and now the alien was buzzing again, but I ignored them both. Suppose I broke the message up into one-word units, scattered them through my conversation with Eli, and marked them off somehow—by twitching a finger, or blinking my eyelids?


A dark membrane flicked across the alien’s oyster-colored eye.


A moment later, it happened again.


Donnelly was saying, “… intercostal membranes, apparently. But there’s no trace of…”


“Shut up a minute, will you?” I said. “I want to hear this.”


The inhuman voice, the voice that sounded like the articulate buzzing of a giant insect, was saying, “Comparison not possible, excuse me. If (blink) you try to understand in words you know, you (blink) tell yourself you wish (blink) to understand, but knowledge escape (blink) you. Can only show (blink) you from beginning, one (blink) little, another little. Not possible to carry all knowledge in one hand (blink).”


If you wish escape, show one hand.


I looked at Donnelly. He had moved back from the spy-window; he was lighting a cigarette, frowning at the match-flame. His mouth was sullen.


I put my left hand flat against the window. I thought, I’m dreaming.


The interviewer said querulously, “… getting us nowhere. Can’t you—”


“Wait,” said the buzzing voice. “Let me say, please. Ignorant man hold (blink) burning stick, say, this is breath (blink) of the wood. Then you show him flash-light—”


I took a deep breath, and held it.


Around the alien, four men went down together, folding over quietly at waist and knee, sprawling on the floor. I heard a thump behind tile.


Donnelly was lying stretched out along the wall, his head tilted against the corner. The cigarette had fallen from his hand.


I looked back at Aza-Kra. His head turned slightly, the dark flesh crinkling. Two eyes stared back at me through the window.


“Now you can breathe,” said the monster.





III



I let out the breath that was choking me and took another. My knees were shaking.


“What did you do to them?”


“Put them to sleep only. In a few minutes I will put the others to sleep. After you are outside the doors. First we will talk.”


I glanced at Donnelly again. His mouth was ajar; I could see his lips fluttering as he breathed.


“All right,” I said, “talk.”


“When you leave,” buzzed the voice, “you must take me with you.”


Now it was clear. He could put people to sleep, but he couldn’t open locked doors. He had to have help.


“No deal,” I said. “You might as well knock me out, too.”


“Yes,” he answered, “you will do it. When you understand.”


“I’m listening.”


“You do not have to agree now. I ask only this much. When we are finished talking, you leave. When you are past the second door, hold your breath again. Then go to the office of General Parst. You will find there papers about me. Read them. You will find also keys to open gun room. Also, handcuffs. Special handcuffs, made to fit me. Then you will think, if Aza-Kra is not what he says, would he agree to this? Then you will come back to gun room, use controls there to open middle door. You will lay handcuffs down, where you stand now, then go back to gun room, open inside door. I will put on the handcuffs. You will see that I do it. And then you will take me with you.”


… I said, “Let me think.”


The obvious thing to do was to push the little button that turned on the audio circuit to the gun room, and yell for help; the alien could then put everybody to sleep from here to the wall, maybe, but it wouldn’t do any good. Sooner or later he would have to let up, or starve to death along with the rest of us. On the other hand if I did what he asked—anything he asked—and it turned out to be the wrong thing, I would be guilty of the worse crime since Pilate’s.


But I thought about it, I went over it again and again, and I couldn’t see any loophole in it for Aza-Kra. He was leaving it up to me—if I felt like letting him out after I’d seen the papers in Parst’s office, I could do so. If I didn’t, I could still yell for help. In fact, I could get on the phone and yell to Washington, which would be a hell of a lot more to the point.


So where was the payoff for Aza-Kra? What was in those papers?


I pushed the button. I said, “This is Dahl. Let me out, will you please?”


The outer door began to slide back. Just in time, I saw Donnelly’s head bobbing against it; I grabbed him by the shirt-front and hoisted his limp body out of the way.


I walked across the echoing outer chamber; the outer-most door opened for me. I stepped through it and held my breath. Down the corridor, three guards leaned over their rifles and toppled all in a row, like precision divers. Beyond them a hurrying civilian in the cross-corridor fell heavily and skidded out of sight.


The clacking of typewriters from a nearby office had stopped abruptly. I let out my breath when I couldn’t hold it any longer, and listened to the silence.


The General was slumped over his desk, head on his crossed forearms, looking pretty old and tired with his polished bald skull shining under the light. There was a faint silvery scar running across the top of his head, and I wondered whether he had got it in combat as a young man, or whether he had tripped over a rug at an embassy reception.


Across the desk from him a thin man in a gray pin-check suit was jackknifed on the carpet, half-supported by a chair-leg, rump higher than his head.


There were two six-foot filing cabinets in the right-hand corner behind the desk. Both were locked; the drawers of the first one were labeled alphabetically, the other was unmarked.


I unhooked Parst’s key-chain from his belt. He had as many keys as a janitor or a high-school principal, but not many of them were small enough to fit the filing cabinets. I got the second one unlocked and began going through the drawers. I found what I wanted in the top one—seven fat manila folders labeled “Aza-Kra—Armor,” “Aza-Kra—General information,” Aza-Kra—Power sources,” “Aza-Kra—Spaceflight” and so on; and one more labeled “Directives and related correspondence.”


I hauled them all out, piled them on Parst’s desk and pulled up a chair.


I took “Armor” first because it was on top and because the title puzzled me. The folder was full of transcripts of interviews whose subject I had to work out as I went along. It appeared that when captured, Aza-Kra had been wearing a lightweight bulletproof body armor, made of something that was longitudinally flexible and perpendicularly rigid—in other words, you could pull it on like a suit of winter underwear, but you couldn’t dent it with a sledge hammer.


They had been trying to find out what the stuff was and how it was made for almost three months and as far as I could see they had not made a nickel’s worth of progress.


I looked through “Power sources” and “Spaceflight” to see if they were the same, and they were. The odd part was that Aza-Kra’s answers didn’t sound reluctant or evasive; but he kept running into ideas for which there weren’t any words in English and then they would have to start all over again, like Twenty Questions… Is it animal? vegetable? mineral? It was a mess.


I put them all aside except “General information” and “Directives.” The first, as I had guessed, was a catch-all for nontechnical subjects—where Aza-Kra had come from, what his people were like, his reasons for coming to this planet: all the unimportant questions; or the only questions that had any importance, depending on how you looked at it.


Parst had already given me an accurate summary of it, but it was surprisingly effective in Aza-Kra’s words. You say we want your planet. There are many planets, so many you would not believe. But if we wanted your planet, and if we could kill as you do, please understand, we are very many. We would fall on your planet like snowflakes. We would not send one man alone.


And later: Most young peoples kill. It is a law of nature, yes, but try to understand, it is not the only law. You have been a young people, but now you are growing older. Now you must learn the other law, not to kill. That is what I have come to teach. Until you learn this, we cannot have you among us.


There was nothing in the folder dated later than a month and a half ago. They had dropped that line of questioning early.


The first thing I saw in the other folder began like this:


You are hereby directed to hold yourself in readiness to destroy the subject under any of the following circumstances, without further specific notification:


1, a: If the subject attempts to escape.


1, b: If the subject kills or injures a human being.


1, c: If the landing, anywhere in the world, of other members of the subject’s race is reported and their similarity to the subject established beyond a reasonable doubt…


Seeing it written down like that, in the cold dead-aliveness of black words on white paper, it was easy to forget that the alien was a stomach-turning monstrosity, and to see only that what he had to say was lucid and noble.


But I still hadn’t found anything that would persuade me to help him escape. The problem was still there, as insoluble as ever. There was no way of evaluating a word the alien said about himself. He had come alone—perhaps—instead of bringing an invading army with him; but how did we know that one member of his race wasn’t as dangerous to us as Perry’s battleship to the Japanese? He might be; there was some evidence that he was.


My quarrel with the Defense Department was not that they were mistreating an innocent three-legged missionary, but simply that the problem of Aza-Kra belonged to the world, not to a fragment of the executive branch of the Government of the United States—and certainly not to me.


… There was one other way out, I realized. Instead of calling Frisbee in Washington, I could call an arm-long list of senators and representatives. I could call the UN secretariat in New York; I could call the editor of every major newspaper in this hemisphere and the head of every wire service and broadcasting chain. I could stir up a hornet’s nest, even, as the saying goes, if I swung for it.


Wrong again: I couldn’t. I opened the “Directives” folder again, looking for what I thought I had seen there in the list of hypothetical circumstances. There it was:


1, f: If any concerted attempt on the part of any person or group to remove the subject from Defense Department custody, or to aid him in any way, is made; or if the subject’s existence and presence in Defense Department custody becomes public knowledge.





That sewed it up tight, and it also answered my question about Aza-Kra. Knocking out the personnel of B building would be construed as an attempt to escape or as a concerted attempt by a person or group to remove the subject from Defense Department custody, it didn’t matter which. If I broke the story, it would have the same result. They would kill him.


In effect, he had put his life in my hands: and that was why he was so sure that I’d help him.


It might have been that, or what I found just before I left the office, that decided me. I don’t know; I wish I did.


Coming around the desk the other way, I glanced at the thin man on the floor and noticed that there was something under him, half-hidden by his body. It turned out to be two things: a gray fedora and a pint-sized gray-leather briefcase, chained to his wrist.


So I looked under Parst’s folded arms, saw the edge of a thick white sheet of paper, and pulled it out.


Under Frisbee’s letterhead, it said:





By courier.




Dear General Parst:


Some possibility appears to exist that A. K. is responsible for recent disturbances in your area; please give me your thought on this as soon as possible—the decision can’t be long postponed.


In the meantime you will of course consider your command under emergency status, and we count on you to use your initiative to safeguard security at all costs. In a crisis, you will consider Lieut. D. as expendable.


Sincerely yours, 
CARLTON FRISBEE


cf/cf/enc.





“Enc.” meant “enclosure”; I pried up Parst’s arms again and found another sheet of stiff paper, folded three times, with a paperclip on it.


It was a First Lieutenant’s commission, made out to Robert James Dahl, dated three days before.


If commissions can be forged, so can court-martial records.





I put the commission and the letter in my pocket. I didn’t seem to feel any particular emotion, but I noticed that my hands were shaking as I sorted through the “General information” file, picked out a few sheets and stuffed them into my pocket with the other papers. I wasn’t confused or in doubt about what to do next. I looked around the room, spotted a metal locker diagonally across from the filing cabinets, and opened it with one of the General’s keys.


Inside were two .45 automatics, boxes of ammunition, several loaded clips, and three odd-looking sets of handcuffs, very wide and heavy, each with its key.


I took the handcuffs, the keys, both automatics and all the clips.


In a storeroom at the end of the corridor I found a two-wheeled dolly. I wheeled it all the way around to Section One and left it outside the center door. Then it struck me that I was still wearing the pinks they had given me when I arrived, and where the hell were my own clothes? I took a chance and went up to my room on the second floor, remembering that I hadn’t been back there since morning.


There they were, neatly laid out on the bed. My keys, lighter, change, wallet and so on were on the bedside table. I changed and went back down to Section One.


In the gun room were two sprawled shapes, one beside the machine-gun that poked its snout through the hemispherical blister, the other under a panel set with three switches and a microphone.


The switches were clearly marked. I opened the first two, walked out and around and laid the three sets of handcuffs on the floor in the middle room. Then I went back to the gun room, closed the first two doors and opened the third.


Soft thumping sounds came from the loudspeaker over the switch panel; then the rattling of metal, more thumps, and finally a series of rattling clicks.


I opened the first door and went back inside. Through the panel in the middle door I could see Aza-Kra; he had retreated into the inner room so that all of him was plainly visible. He was squatting on the floor, his legs drawn up. His arms were at full stretch, each wrist manacled to an ankle. He strained his arms outward to show me that the cuffs were tight.


I made one more trip to open the middle door. Then I got the dolly and wheeled it in.


“Thank you,” said Aza-Kra. I got a whiff of his “breath”; as Donnelly had intimated, it wasn’t pleasant.


Halfway to the airport, at Aza-Kra’s request, I held my breath again. Aside from that we didn’t speak except when I asked him, as I was loading him from the jeep into a limousine, “How long will they stay unconscious?”


“Not more than twenty hours, I think. I could have given them more, but I did not dare. I do not know your chemistry well enough.”


We could go a long way in twenty hours. We would certainly have to.





I hated to go home, it was too obvious and there was a good chance that the hunt would start before any twenty hours were up, but there wasn’t any help for it. I had a passport and a visa for England, where I had been planning to go for a publishers’ conference in January, but it hadn’t occurred to me to take it along on a quick trip to Washington. And now I had to have the passport.


My first idea had been to head for New York and hand Aza-Kra over to the UN there, but I saw it was no good. Extraterritoriality was just a word, like a lot of other words; we wouldn’t be safe until we were out of the country, and on second thought, maybe not then.


It was a little after eight-thirty when I pulled in to the curb down the street from my house. I hadn’t eaten since noon, but I wasn’t hungry; and it didn’t occur to me until later to think about Aza-Kra.
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