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  Joe Gores and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  Introduction




  I sold my first short story in 1957 to Manhunt for $65. At the time, I was living a few miles north of Papeete in Tahiti’s Arue District, and that money paid the

  rent on my two-room thatch house for three months. I also sold my first magazine article, to True Magazine about living in Tahiti, that let me live there until I ran out of visa extensions

  at the end of the year.




  My second short story sold the following year for $100, also to Manhunt. By then I was a buck private at the Pentagon, beginning a temporary career as a draftee writing biographies of

  Army generals.




  For ten years after that first sale I wrote only short stories—with a batch of magazine articles tossed in that were nothing if not eclectic. One, for The American Legion

  Magazine, was titled “How to Protect Your Credit Rating.”




  My fiction was also eclectic. I did mainstream, science-fiction, fantasy, adventure, mystery, suspense, thrillers, and horror. I had 15 to 20 stories in the mail at all times, kept a log of

  stories submitted, and papered my bathroom with rejection slips. I also logged all stories sold and kept a year-by-year running total of money earned as a writer.




  The totals were eclectic too: $490 in 1957; $100 in 1958; $170 in 1959; NO SALES in 1960. But 1961 was a banner year; eight stories to seven different magazines for a total of $1,115! I was

  learning how to do it.




  For 12 of those early years I was a private investigator in San Francisco. First for L.A. Walker Company; then, from that banner year 1961 on, as a partner with Dave Kikkert in our own agency,

  David Kikkert & Associates. I quit full-time detective work in 1966 to try and make it as a writer, but Dave and I remained partners and friends until his death in 1983.




  Writing reports for DKA’s clients about my private eye and repo work taught me how to tell an exciting story containing the basic who, what, where, when, why, and how of all successful

  fiction (or newspaper reporting, for that matter). The files from these years at DKA have been the basis for a lifetime of stories and a series of novels. Mystery and suspense outsold anything

  else, so I naturally concentrated in that area.




  But my first novel, A Time of Predators, was not a DKA File Novel about my fictionalized detective agency. After it sold to the great mystery editor Lee Wright at Random House in 1968,

  other novels followed and my short story production slowed. After I sold my first television script to Kojak in 1974, it slowed even further. I am not a fast writer; a short story can take

  me 3 to 6 weeks. If I was lucky, I could get $500 for it. By using the same 3 to 6 weeks to write an hour of episodic TV, at that time I could get $8,000.




  I still write short stories, of course, because I dearly love reading and writing them. But the stories in Speak of the Devil span my most productive years in this field. Thus there is

  one story from the 1950s, four from the 1960s, five from the 1970s, three from the 1980s, and one from the 1990s.




  All of the stories in this collection are mystery/suspense, but half of them could be said to have a mixed heritage. Three could be called fantasy, two could be considered horror, and two of

  them are rather hard-core science-fiction.




  The short story is an unsurpassed training ground for fiction writers, and in telling these tales I learned the principles of my craft. I mourn the demise of most of the markets beginning

  writers once could sell to.




  My profession is to tell stories that people want to read, stories that grab you and scare you, enthrall you, make you laugh, trick you, make you unable to put them aside.




  I hope these do.




  Joe Gores




  San Francisco




  April 1, 1999




  





  

    

      When I was in high school, a Catholic priest told me the climax of this story as the truth. He claimed to have seen the footprints. So many years later

      I came up with a pair of young, cynical, near-genius scientists to wrap around the basic tale. They set out to prove there is no good-dispensing God by proving there is no evil-dispensing

      Satan, with unforseen results.


    


  




  Speak of the Devil




  A year ago I would have challenged the inexorability of time. I would have proved, by adroit use of Einstein’s clock paradox, that time is like all else relative. But

  since it has become an active physical entity like heavy water or the next martini—easy on the vermouth, please—I court its vaunted curative powers. Minutes, seconds, hours, creeping in

  their petty pace from day to day, have become like individual atoms and Angstroms and molecules to me. I try desperately to acknowledge that they knit up all the ravelled sleeves save death, yet

  know that their demise brings me inexorably closer to my own.




  More than most men I fear that moment—not because oblivion might lie beyond it, but because oblivion might not. Or is this merely a morbid fancy born of long hours spent not talking with

  Pendennis?




  Since the night of the storm he is incapable of speech; the doctors claim there is no physical reason, but to me the cause is the extreme physicalness of what happened. My own reaction

  has been much less flamboyant; each night I soak out consciousness of the passing hours—time again—and each afternoon I wait in the cool dim sanitarium for the ineffable word he never

  utters. Energy and matter? Natural law? Divine effulgence—yes, I would accept even that; but Pendennis says nothing. Hence the geometric progression of martinis.




  I joined Pendennis’ staff three months after my Ph.D.; my dissertation on particle energies (pion and lambda particles tracked as a single unit, Y*, causing in

  an observed pion a recoil action (K-+ρ+ →ϒ*+-+π–+) had got me the position of his assistant without even a personal

  interview. Conceptual nuclear physics is not a crowded field. Since I carried my individuality fiercely, like a falcon on my wrist, I arrived with the previous day’s whiskers glinting golden

  on my narrow fox jaw, wearing windbreaker, striped T-shirt, Army fatigues—the old style with the baggy pockets outside—and strap sandals with a thong around my big toe.




  The university was term-break deserted. In the Physical Sciences Building I wandered down bright corridors and stopped to peer out into golden California; since my graduate work had been under

  Hill at Illinois, a snowless land on a January morning could still hold my interest. I turned to the lone man clumping energetically by.




  “Could you direct me to Dr. Pendennis’ office?”




  He was a large untidy person, wearing a baggy tweed suit the way a hippo wears its skin, and square-toed brogues more suited to a Celtic peat bog than vinyl and aluminum windows. With his

  bulbous nose, thick lips, and thinning curly hair he looked like an itinerant Irish poet.




  “Dr. Pendennis’ office,” I repeated sharply. It woke him up.




  “Who the hell are you, the new janitor?”




  “Pendennis’ new assistant. And they call them maintenance men.”




  “Bullshit,” he said belligerently. I didn’t know if he meant me or the janitors. He pulled a frowsty brier from his pocket and clamped it between strong incisors while his

  clear blue eyes crawled over me like staphylococci. “That would make you Shaw.”




  “Thomas Shaw.”




  “Doubting Thomas,” he persisted.




  “Because I never take a lesser man’s word for anything.” The gross-bodied boob was beginning to annoy me: just another glorified test-tube washer.




  “Or a better man’s word?”




  “In my field I haven’t met him.”




  He laughed out loud at that, putting his feet wide apart and crossing his arms on his chest like an I.R.A. man with a tommygun in the crook of his arm. For an instant something rare and almost

  shocking peeped from his pale blue eyes: naked intellect. His face was not any longer that of a faintly debauched cherub dancing on the head of a pin, but that of an Aquinas able to set the cherub

  whirling there.




  “We’ll get along. I’m Pendennis. Find me a way to convert the Regge poles quantum theory from math to physics and apply it to resonance particles, and the beer is on

  me.”




  Soon we were giving several nights a week to suds and argument. Pendennis opened lines of inquiry like a surgeon opening veins. Our lab experiments in the 72-inch liquid

  hydrogen bubble chamber gave us plenty to disagree about; I was using the university’s high-speed digital computer to program the results. Facility with the IBM 709 had been one of the

  prerequisites for my position.




  It was in the computer room one bright spring afternoon that I first realized Pendennis was an ultimates-seeker. To me life has always seemed a chemical accident, man an evolutionary sport, and

  phylum Annelida the end of it all; since I have maintained an implicit intellectual contempt for anyone who thinks otherwise, I was disconcerted to find a touch of that belief in Pendennis.




  He came in and perched on a corner of the worktable so that his big fleshy buns cushioned under his weight and stretched taut the design of his perennial tweed. When I looked up he leaned over

  and said, straight-faced, “Tom, do you believe in God?”




  I stared at him popeyed. “What the devil does that have to do with three-pion particle resonances?”




  “Everything.” He nodded his head several times like a courting grouse. “Scientific minds in the past have had to stop with the simplest element, hydrogen—molecular

  structure one proton, one electron—in trying to refute religionists who advocate a First Cause. But now we can destroy neutrons, break them down into protons and electrons through high-energy

  particle collisions, and build new atoms.”




  “We haven’t done that in this shop,” I pointed out. “Hell, we aren’t here to prove or disprove a teleological cause for the universe, Pendennis. We two

  have a chance to do in physics what’s never been done before. We can beat Alvarez or Fermi—but not if you’re going to worry about ultimates.”




  A surprised look enlarged his face.




  “Of course we’ll beat them, Tom. But by going further than any physicist before us, we’re going to show there’s no pink frosting on the cake of

  creation. Our work will demonstrate that from a collision—an inevitable collision—of opposing forces of energy came the first cosmic matter. Then, once most of the earth’s free

  hydrogen escaped from the atmosphere, methane, ammonia, and water eventually began producing the adenine necessary for life. After that came the eons of evolutionary experiment and systematization

  which religionists call Natural Law.”




  The man amazed me: an ultimates-seeker. His search for a scientifically explainable universe equated with the Christian existentialist’s search for God, or the latent hysteric’s hope

  that psychiatry is the key to his emotional instability. With his debauched poet’s face and Wolfean physique, Pendennis shuffled in his toed-out sloth’s shuffle after his ideal

  universe: a clean well-lighted place with only sphere music (pure energy) flowing through in directly measureable waves like light corpuscles through an oscilloscope.




  With my fair skin, flaxen hair, and narrow fox face, wearing my T-shirt and fatigues with a crazy elegance, I tried with delicate hands like Eliot’s scuttling claws to fend off my

  universe: a disordered place of chance beginnings where only the ingrained habits of evolution prevented women from giving birth to calves’ heads; a universe with no meaning outside the

  individual lives, in micro-seconds, of its subatomic particles.




  During the summer months we charted for the first time in history the energy distribution of a negative K meson and a proton by adapting the Halitz graph to show two relatively

  strong peaks in the plot of the negative pion and a single stronger peak in that of the positive pion. Since this distribution is consistent with the reaction producing two rather than three

  particles (K-+ρ+→ϒ*+π), and the strongest peak showed an average lifetime for Y* of 10-23 (a hundred-thousandth of

  a billion-billionth second), the publication of our conclusions created quite a stir.




  All this, of course, was before the storm and even before Pendennis’ natal day, when I gave him the Ouija board as a joke.




  The week after Scientific American carried a summation of our findings, Pendennis invited me over for a birthday bottle of Rémy Martin VSOP cognac. Turning toward his place

  through the undergraduates lacing the narrow street, I spotted a little hobby shop still open. It was one of those places that smell of model airplane dope and varnish; I was just deciding on a

  model kit of H.M.S. Beagle, the brigantine on which Darwin collected data for Origin of Species in 1831, when I spotted the Ouija board and bought that instead.




  “Sorry I couldn’t get it wrapped properly.”




  “What is it?” His homely face was wreathed in smiles as he ripped off the brown paper wrapping. He was as excited as a kid at Christmas.




  “Ouija board. The name comes from the French ‘yes’ and the German ‘yes’ combined—oui—ja. If you’re attuned to the great beyond it spells things

  out for you.”




  He was touchingly delighted. “Does it work?”




  “Not for a cynical scientist like me, but some people who ought to know better swear this thingamajig here—the counter—moves of its own volition across the board and spells out

  answers to questions.”




  “I’ll be damned. What sort of things do you ask it?”




  “Hell, I don’t know. Is there a God?”




  As kids we had always asked how old our mothers were or what our girl friends’ names were, but Pendennis took me seriously. “Great! We can try to have a chat with the Old

  Gentleman!”




  All we got was an aimless circling by the counter, but by midnight each abortive attempt left us squeaking like mice—in vino hilaritas. So I suggested to Pendennis, “Ask for

  results on this tau-meson decay study we’re starting.”




  He did, fingers lightly grasping the counter; a big blindfolded untidy man with his belly over his pants and sweat soaking through his shirt. I often wondered if he didn’t seek neatness in

  his physical universe because he had none in his physical self—only gross flesh wrapped around an amazing brain. As I was putting Night on Bald Mountain on the hi-fi he yelled from

  across the room.




  “Tom, the damn thing just shot across the board in a straight line!”




  I looked: the counter rested firmly on I. As I was telling him about it, the counter sidled over to N. IN. In what?




  “Indium: In,” I suggested. “Atomic number forty-nine. Atomic weight 114.76. Density 7.28.”




  Pendennis was giggling under his blindfold. “Inconsistent systems of linear algebraic equations.”




  “Infundubulum.”




  “Wait a minute!” he cried, “There it goes again!”




  “Head it off at the pass!” But it had already stopped on S.




  “INS. Insecta? That’s it. A class of the phylum Arthropoda, the largest taxonomic division of the animal kingdom, 450,000 species.”




  “Actually it’s spelling instant coffee,” I said. “A hint that—”




  “International News Service. Due to my fame as a conceptual physicist, INS will make Pendennis a household—hey, it’s moving again!”




  A. Then N. Then a six-minute wait so that we almost decided it had stalled on INSAN; but then in rapid succession came I, T, and Y.




  “Here it is, hot off the presses,” I said. “INSANITY.”




  “In a way it makes sense, Tom.” He was removing his blindfold. “Very straightforward: if we continue our work we’ll go buggo.”




  “Maybe you already have. You can’t seriously believe—”




  “It spelled out a word,” he said, cognac-stubborn.




  “You spelled out the word. Your subconscious, working from memory of the letter placement on the board, moved your hands and the counter under them to various letters.”




  “You accept that as the explanation of a Ouija board?”




  “I do.”




  “Not me. Not yet.” He leaned back, crossed his legs, jammed his foul dead pipe between his teeth, and stared at the board. “I wonder . . .”




  Once, from an interest in the history of mathematics, I was led into Blaise Pascal’s Pensées. I’ve forgotten all I can, but one thing stuck: he said that when you

  start looking for God you have already found Him. Pendennis was looking for a rational explanation of the universe that would dispense with God—which meant he really thought he would find

  one. The trouble with that is that an intelligent and honest man invariably ends up at the inexplicable. Has to. Always will.




  He began showing up with studies in clinical psychology—the subconscious mind, of course—and soon was keeping Freud’s Interpretations of Dreams on his desk.

  Jung’s Memories, Dreams, Reflections was often propped up against the toaster for ingestion with his morning eggs, and the bookshelves in the living room, sprawling and untidy as

  Pendennis himself, began bristling with Adler, Brill, Bergson, and Krafft-Ebing. On the bottom shelf was something called simply Dianetics.




  Even in California you get a feeling of fall in the air. A few leaves change, the evenings get crisper, and on the quiet streets of a university town, fresh-fallen walnuts

  crunch underfoot or plunk off the tops of parked cars. There was a change in Pendennis, too.




  “Congratulations, Pendennis! For a whole week you haven’t mentioned the id, your psychoses, or my sex drive as the reason I had two pieces of chocolate cake at lunch.”




  “It’s that damned Ouija board, Tom—I had to find out if the subconscious mind works it. After studying the data I accept that, but—” He nodded and snapped his

  fingers. “There are so damned many people who wouldn’t accept it, who still would claim it was some supernatural agency.”




  “Nothing you can do about that. It’s irrational, a perversion of common sense by religious sense.”




  He grunted. “I’ve got nothing against religion, but it’s so blasted self-perpetuating. If science could once clear away all the nonsense about good and evil, God and the devil,

  man could transform his own destiny—merely by relying on himself alone.”




  “Nothing much you can do about it,” I repeated.




  He stared at me piercingly, then suddenly grinned all over his fat face and heaved himself from his easy chair. “I’ve been waiting to spring this on you. C’mon in the

  bedroom—I think you’ll be interested.”




  In the bedroom there was a strong smell of astringent soap coupled with a faint odor of incense. All the furniture had been removed and two concentric circles—the outer one with a diameter

  of about nine feet and the inner one with about seven—had been painted on the bare hardwood floor. In the space between were some strange letters.




  “Hebrew alphabet,” he explained airily.




  “Pendennis, have you gone absolutely fruitcake? What the—”




  “And the square inside the inner circle—see? Very important. The upper point has to face directly east so the cross inside will point the right way. And the Star of David that

  I’ve superimposed—”




  “I need a drink,” I cut in hollowly. With a glass in one hand I waggled my free fingers at him. “Okay, give. What the hell is it?”




  “A Sacred Pentacle.” He said it with a straight face.




  “To call up the devil?”




  He ignored the sarcasm in my voice. “No, this one’s to cast spells and curses.”




  “And you’re saying that Satan will come and—”




  He shook his head vehemently. “If you’re after Satan himself, draw a circle around your triangle and hold a hazel wand cut with a new knife at sunrise from a tree which has never

  borne fruit.”




  “Well, I’ll be damned. Pendennis, there are only two possibilities—either this is some elaborate leg pull or you actually have wigged out. If it isn’t a

  joke—”




  “It’s no joke.”




  “Then you’re serious. Then—”




  “But when I say I’ve been doing this seriously for the past two weeks I’m not saying I expect—or ever did expect—anything to come of it.” He leaned forward to

  pour himself another cognac, leaned back, waved an arm, and said, “Ultimates.”




  “You dignify that cheap hocus-pocus in there as an ultimate?”




  He stoked up his pipe and gestured through the smoke. “Tom, it all ties in: energy as the origin of the universe, the subconscious mind in relation to the Ouija board, that pentacle in the

  next room. We’re both agreed that man would be a hell of a lot better off if he had never invented God in the first place, right?”




  “Right.”




  “Okay. Then give me a scientifically acceptable proof that there is no God.” When I just sat there looking at him, he waved his pipe triumphantly. “See? They start out

  with something not susceptible to proof. They don’t even have to be logical.” He tapped me on the knee with his pipestem. “Now: give me your impressions of the devil.”




  “You mean Satan?”




  “Any name you want: Lucifer, Beelzebub, Astoreth.”




  I thought for a while. “First, he doesn’t exist. Second, if he did, he would be an Edwardian gentleman with a gold-tipped cane and a bit of goatee, lighting thin cheroots without the

  aid of matches.”




  “That’s interesting.” He nodded several times. “My own idea is that Satan was the first scientist. Look at the sin for which he was banished—an intellectual one. He

  tempts Adam and Eve not with licentiousness but with knowledge. Churches call him Prince of Earth—the physical universe. I take him as a proto-Faust, an inquirer. Now, how does Christianity

  take him?”




  “As a force of evil. The powers of darkness—”




  “As an individual.” He grinned, squirrel-cheeked. “In the past the pentacle has been accepted as the way to summon Satan—see The Key of

  Solomon, The Book of Enoch, or The Great Grimoire of Honorius III. In The New Testament we have herds of possessed swine running over a cliff, and Satan appearing

  in person to tempt Christ in Matthew Four and transform himself into an angel of light in Two Corinthians. Consider the Inquisition: expression of a deadly serious belief in demonic

  possession of the person.”




  “Wait a minute!” I burst out. “I see where you’re heading, but Christianity can claim they’ve been speaking of the devil symbolically—the old

  Scholastic line that evil is merely a good gone wrong.”




  He shook his head vigorously, so that his belly and the bulbs of his loose pectorals bounced under his white shirt.




  “They can’t. Augustine and Aquinas both posit his existence as an individual, not as a disembodied force; and today the Catholic mass ends with the words ‘. . . by the

  divine power thrust into hell Satan and the other evil spirits who wander through the world seeking the ruin of souls.’ No, Tom, they can’t back out.”




  “But two weeks of mumbling incantations, Pendennis!”




  He heaved himself from the sagging easy chair whose springs had long since surrendered to his weight, and brought back from the bookcase a flat manila folder. He parked his broad buns once

  more.




  “The only way to prove they didn’t work. But that isn’t enough. Take a look at these—can you program them for the 709 computer?”




  Inside the folder, on several sheets of onion skin in Pendennis’ neat copperplate, were a complex series of mathematical symbols. When I finally nodded he began to beam.




  “What you have there is a virtually complete abstract of every known spell and incantation to summon Satan, all reduced to mathematical formulas. Now all we have to do is program the

  symbols for the digital computer, thereby reducing the factor of human error to zero, and if my symbols are correct and your program logical, Satan must appear.”




  “And if no goateed gent after an eternal lease on our souls shows up, you believe that will prove he doesn’t exist.”




  “That’s what I believe. Scientifically demonstrating that there is no personal entity devoting itself to evil may not disprove the existence of its counterfoil, a personal God

  devoted to good—but it sure will raise questions.”




  That’s when I started to laugh. Staring into Pendennis’ sweat-stippled face and listening to his solemn tones, considering he was one of the world’s most brilliant physicists,

  made not laughing impossible. I stuck out my hand, still choking. “I’m your boy, Pendennis.”




  We decided that to the Edwardian-gentleman proto-Faust we had conceived, the computer room itself would be acceptable. No belladonna, no heavy drapes, no musk or black masses necessary. I wanted

  to finish the program by Halloween, however.




  “A ritualistic bow to the past,” I explained to Pendennis. “This ought to be what a midnight walk through a graveyard is to a kid.”




  “How do you mean?”




  “We know nothing will happen but we should still manage to scare the hell out of ourselves at least once on the way through. Oh, can you line up an oscilloscope for tomorrow

  night?”




  “Sure, but what are you going to use it for?”




  I took him over to the 709’s central computing unit, a squat gray metal box, waist-high with all the switches and rows of lights usually lampooned in cartoons and featured in

  science-fiction films.




  “A program, Pendennis, is merely a logical arrangement of instructions to the machine. You already had the incantations reduced to symbols; I transferred them to a set of keypunch cards,

  then cut instructions on another set of cards and assembled them into a self-loading program. Tomorrow night I will run your symbolic representations of the incantations through central computing

  to core storage, that big metal box over there—a sort of super filing system with storage ‘locations’ from 00001 to 77777.”




  “Like a filing cabinet with seventy-seven thousand seven hundred and seventy-seven drawers?”




  “Close enough. Once I’ve loaded—stored—each incantation at a separate location in core storage, I will then load the program itself—the logical set of instructions

  to the machine—into this third box off to the left that’s known as the card reader. The program will order the computer to follow instructions sequentially.”




  He waved an impatient fleshy hand. “But the oscilloscope—”




  “Patience, Pendennis. Once the incantations are at the proper locations in core storage and the instructions—the program—are in the card reader, I push the logical start

  button. This tells the computer: go to ‘begin’ of instructions and START PROCESSING. Instruction A of the program tells central computing to get the first incantation from

  its location in core storage. When it does, I want the ‘shape’ of that incantation flashed through the oscilloscope. We can sit here in the dark—more spooky that way—and

  watch the pattern of light corpuscles on the screen just as if we were watching a test pattern on a television screen.”




  “Why is that necessary?”




  “How can a man with a supposedly brilliant mind be so obtuse? Getting the incantation from its location and putting it into the operating register corresponds to chanting and waving your

  wand in your pentacle. By flashing it on the oscilloscope screen—”




  He was nodding. “Sure. We have to have an actual release of energy to give Satan something physical through which to materialize.”




  “Right. Once the incantation at the first location has been used, the machine automatically goes on to instruction B.”




  “Which is?”




  “To go to 00666 in core storage, designated as LOCATION DEVIL.”




  “666—the Mark of the Beast in Revelations. Satan will be there?”




  “If the incantation has worked. If there is no change at 00666, the machine passes to instruction C, which orders it to 00333, LOCATION NO-DEVIL—a standing instruction for

  the on-line printer, this fourth box over here, to print YOUR NUMBER DOES NOT ANSWER. After that the machine goes to instruction D, an order to begin the whole process again for the second

  incantation. After we’ve used them all, the computer goes to the terminal location and receives an order for the on-line printer: I DO NOT EXIST. Then the machine shuts itself

  off.”




  “What if there should actually be some change at LOCATION DEVIL?”




  “Then the on-line printer will give us HERE I AM. One other thing. Because new programs often have ‘bugs’ in them—minor illogicities which in this case might

  conceivably make the computer print HERE I AM even though Satan isn’t at LOCATION DEVIL—I’ve built the program so that the machine will go to LOCATION

  MATERIALIZE any time it prints HERE I AM. This orders it back to LOCATION DEVIL once more to flash the pattern of anything which might be there to the oscilloscope. Then,

  assuming nothing is there, it goes back into sequence.”




  When I was halfway down the walk the first spears of rain began lancing down, so I went back for my poncho. By the time I had crossed the campus to the Physical Sciences

  Building it was a real Halloween night—howling wind and rain lashing my legs. And as I used my key on the side entrance, lightning flashed vividly down the inky night and thunder pulsed and

  roared in a far corner of the sky.




  Light spilled across the third-floor corridor from the computer-room door; inside Pendennis was perched shapelessly over his favorite corner of the worktable, all tweeds and tobacco and wet-wool

  smell.




  “The small craft warnings will be up on the coast,” he said over the rim of his cognac glass. “Gale force winds, by the radio.”




  “I didn’t see any hobgoblin outfits on the way over.”




  “And won’t. Too wet. Too late, too—after eleven.” He stopped as lightning seared the windows; the crunch of thunder punctuated his braying donkey laugh. “Too late

  for real hobgoblins, too, Tom. Mankind’s impressionable youth has mellowed into cynical middle age. I drink to the passing of the Age of Belief.”




  While warming up the machine and storing the incantations I downed a stiff cognac. “At least the weather is cooperating even if Satan won’t. Pendennis, it’s a night for hell to

  breathe contagions.”




  He grinned. “Thomas—” He raised his glass as lightning flickered the windows, and thunder boomed. “—to failure.”




  “To failure.”




  At one minute to midnight the program cards were in the reader and Pendennis walked over to the light switch. I put my finger on the start button of the 709. Only the shush of rain marred the

  silence.




  “Thirty seconds,” said Pendennis.




  Half a dozen televised Canaveral launchings flashed through my mind. “No countdowns, please,” I said.




  “Fifteen seconds. When the lights go out, you’re on.”




  “Speak of the devil,” I said.




  Darkness. Start button. Cards flipping through the reader. In the rain-spattered silence the oscilloscope screen glowed greenly. Light green patterns, the first incantation, wriggled across it

  as Pendennis groped his way back to his seat. By the glow I picked out the words of the on-line printer’s first clacked message.




  “YOUR NUMBER DOES NOT ANSWER,” I read.




  “It made a damned pretty pattern. Scratch Number One.”




  “And Number Two.” The printer was repeating the message.




  I knew then—had known all along but had subconsciously ignored it—that nothing was going to happen. In a way I felt cheated. I said, “Same for Number Three. Some set of

  incantations you picked, Pendennis.”




  “Best on the market, my boy,” he said cheerfully.




  After all, he was being proved right.




  “Same for—hey, what the—?”




  The printer had blurted HERE I AM.




  I grunted gloomily as the printer belched MATERIALIZE.




  “I must have programmed a bug into it. I’ll turn on the lights and—”




  “This pattern’s gone crazy!” exclaimed Pendennis.




  “That’ll teach us,” I said, fumbling my way to the door. “I’ll probably have to spend two days getting the machine cleared.”




  But as my fingers touched the light switch the darkness was split by a sudden tremendous sheet of fire, a searing flash across my eyes. The entire building seemed to rise, turn, buckle, the

  floor seemed to heave like the surface of the sea when tsunami shock waves pass through it. Thunder roared—gigantic, shocking, unutterable.




  Then dead silence. Blackness.




  Pendennis said in a desperately normal voice, “This building must have been struck by lightning.”




  I felt a strange tingling relief. “For a second I thought—”




  “This building—” he began again; then glass shattered, and there was a tremendous roaring, a sensation of horrible goat-stench, a scorching corposant white-hot-black whizzing,

  a furnace-blast stink in my face—and a hairy shoulder sent me sprawling. Hairy?




  “—been struck—”




  In whirling blackness his futile litany of rationality was more grotesque than the inner-glowing shape, fireball, thing, already gone; the fluorescents began to glow weakly.




  “—lightning—” His terminal word hung lifeless.




  Scrambling to my feet I found the floor unbuckled and no windows smashed: but the oscilloscope screen was sharded to dust across the floor.




  Pendennis was standing in front of the gray, settled mound of metal where the 709 had—




  The 709.




  —melted.




  Running glowing goatlike . . . Pendennis had been directly in front of the oscilloscope. He had seen it.




  “Pendennis—”




  Pendennis was maintaining silence. Doubting Thomas—I worked hard at it. A freak lightning had shorted the electricity, melting the computer. Pendennis, a salt image, was now

  trembling.




  He had seen it.




  Damn it, no! Lightning! Reek of a billion matches. No! Lightning. It must have been!




  I pounded my clenched fist on the worktable until the knuckle of the little finger was mashed flat and bloody. Edwardian gentleman? Proto-Faust? The Shaggy One—Greek goat-god Dionysos,

  Egyptian death-god Set. Goat-stink, brimstone-stink . . .




  Lightning?




  Then why the clots of tumbled steaming dung on the floor?




  I must sweep it out—like manure from Augean’s stable. I must. Impossible to explain. I must forget. But what if I had seen the face—as Pendennis had . . .




  No! I must not accept. Must clean up. Must . . .




  Tracks.




  I saw the tracks, shoulder-level, all the way around the room, still faintly smoking. I reached out. On the walls? In the walls? Black three-toed clawmarks burned into the restfully

  green plaster. Ten feet between tracks.
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