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

Michael Moorcock

 
‘One of the most original practitioners writing any kind of fiction, Dick made most of the European avant-garde seem like navel-gazers in a cul-de-sac’

The Sunday Times

 
‘Dick’s abundant storytelling gifts and the need to express his inner struggles combined to produce some of the most groundbreaking novels and ideas’

Waterstone’s Guide to Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror

 
‘Dick amused, enthralled and astounded his readers. There’s no pomposity in Dick’s work, no falseness. When the moment comes, Dick can pull out all the stops and sound the big, resonating chords, though calm, ironic understatement is his forte’

Brian W. Aldiss

 
‘One of the genuine visionaries that North American fiction has produced’

L.A. Weekly

 
‘Dick was many authors: a poor man’s Pynchon, an oracular post-modern, a rich product of the changing counterculture’

The Village Voice
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Beyond Lies The Wub

They had almost finished with the loading. Outside stood the Optus, his arms folded, his face sunk in gloom. Captain Franco walked leisurely down the gangplank, grinning.

‘What’s the matter?’ he said. ‘You’re getting paid for all this.’

The Optus said nothing. He turned away, collecting his robes. The Captain put his boot on the hem of the robe.

‘Just a minute. Don’t go off. I’m not finished.’

‘Oh?’ The Optus turned with dignity. ‘I am going back to the village.’ He looked toward the animals and birds being driven up the gangplank into the spaceship. ‘I must organize new hunts.’

Franco lit a cigarette. ‘Why not? You people can go out into the veldt and track it all down again. But when we run halfway between Mars and Earth—’

The Optus went off, wordless. Franco joined the first mate at the bottom of the gangplank.

‘How’s it coming?’ he asked. He looked at his watch. ‘We got a good bargain here.’

The mate glanced at him sourly. ‘How do you explain that?’

‘What’s the matter with you? We need it more than they do.’

‘I’ll see you later, Captain.’ The mate threaded his way up the plank, between the long-legged Martian go-birds, into the ship. Franco watched him disappear. He was just starting up after him, up the plank toward the port, when he saw it.

‘My God!’ He stood staring, his hands on his hips. Peterson was walking along the path, his face red, leading it by a string.

‘I’m sorry, Captain,’ he said, tugging at the string. Franco walked toward him.

‘What is it’’

The wub stood sagging, its great body settling slowly. It was sitting down, its eyes half shut. A few flies buzzed about its flank, and it switched its tail.

It sat. There was silence.

‘It’s a wub,’ Peterson said. ‘I got it from a native for fifty cents. He said it was a very unusual animal. Very respected.’

‘This?’ Franco poked the great sloping side of the wub. ‘It’s a pig! A huge dirty pig!’

‘Yes sir, it’s a pig. The natives call it a wub.’

‘A huge pig. It must weigh four hundred pounds.’ Franco grabbed a tuft of the rough hair. The wub gasped. Its eyes opened, small and moist. Then its great mouth twitched.

A tear rolled down the wub’s cheek and splashed on the floor.

‘Maybe it’s good to eat,’ Peterson said nervously.

‘We’ll soon find out,’ Franco said.

 
The wub survived the takeoff, sound asleep in the hold of the ship. When they were out in space and everything was running smoothly, Captain Franco bade his men fetch the wub upstairs so that he might perceive what manner of beast it was.

The wub grunted and wheezed, squeezing up the passageway.

‘Come on,’ Jones grated, pulling at the rope. The wub twisted, rubbing its skin off on the smooth chrome walls. It burst into the anteroom, tumbling down in a heap. The men leaped up.

‘Good Lord,’ French said. ‘What is it?’

‘Peterson says it’s a wub,’ Jones said. ‘It belongs to him.’ He kicked at the wub. The wub stood up unsteadily, panting.

‘What’s the matter with it?’ French came over. ‘Is it going to be sick?’

They watched. The wub rolled its eyes mournfully. It gazed around at the men.

‘I think it’s thirsty,’ Peterson said. He went to get some water. French shook his head.

‘No wonder we had so much trouble taking off. I had to reset all my ballast calculations.’

Peterson came back with the water. The wub began to lap gratefully, splashing the men.

Captain Franco appeared at the door.

‘Let’s have a look at it.’ He advanced, squinting critically. ‘You got this for fifty cents?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Peterson said. ‘It eats almost anything. I fed it on grain and it liked that. And then potatoes, and mash, and scraps from the table, and milk. It seems to enjoy eating. After it eats it lies down and goes to sleep.’

‘I see,’ Captain Franco said. ‘Now, as to its taste. That’s the real question. I doubt if there’s much point in fattening it up any more. It seems fat enough to me already. Where’s the cook? I want him here. I want to find out—’

The wub stopped lapping and looked up at the Captain.

‘Really, Captain,’ the wub said. ‘I suggest we talk of other matters.’

The room was silent.

‘What was that?’ Franco said. ‘Just now.’

‘The wub, sir,’ Peterson said. ‘It spoke.’

They all looked at the wub.

‘What did it say? What did it say?’

‘It suggested we talk about other things.’

Franco walked toward the wub. He went all around it, examining it from every side. Then he came back over and stood with the men.

‘I wonder if there’s a native inside it,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Maybe we should open it up and have a look.’

‘Oh, goodness!’ the wub cried. ‘Is that all you people can think of, killing and cutting?’

Franco clenched his fists. ‘Come out of there! Whoever you are, come out!’

Nothing stirred. The men stood together, their faces blank, staring at the wub. The wub swished its tail. It belched suddenly.

‘I beg your pardon,’ the wub said.

‘I don’t think there’s anyone in there,’ Jones said in a low voice. They all looked at each other.

The cook came in.

‘You wanted me, Captain?’ he said. ‘What’s this thing?’

‘This is a wub,’ Franco said. ‘It’s to be eaten. Will you measure it and figure out—’

‘I think we should have a talk,’ the wub said. ‘I’d like to discuss this with you, Captain, if I might. I can see that you and I do not agree on some basic issues.’

The Captain took a long time to answer. The wub waited good-naturedly, licking the water from its jowls.

‘Come into my office,’ the Captain said at last. He turned and walked out of the room. The wub rose and padded after him. The men watched it go out. They heard it climbing the stairs.

‘I wonder what the outcome will be,’ the cook said. ‘Well, I’ll be in the kitchen. Let me know as soon as you hear.’

‘Sure,’ Jones said. ‘Sure.’

 
The wub eased itself down in the corner with a sigh. ‘You must forgive me,’ it said. ‘I’m afraid I’m addicted to various forms of relaxation. When one is as large as I—’

The Captain nodded impatiently. He sat down at his desk and folded his hands.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Let’s get started. You’re a wub? Is that correct?’

The wub shrugged. ‘I suppose so. That’s what they call us, the natives, I mean. We have our own term.’

‘And you speak English? You’ve been in contact with Earthmen before?’

‘No.’

‘Then how do you do it?’

‘Speak English? Am I speaking English? I’m not conscious of speaking anything in particular. I examined your mind—’

‘My mind?’

‘I studied the contents, especially the semantic warehouse, as I refer to it—’

‘I see,’ the Captain said. ‘Telepathy. Of course.’

‘We are a very old race,’ the wub said. ‘Very old and very ponderous. It is difficult for us to move around. You can appreciate anything so slow and heavy would be at the mercy of more agile forms of life. There was no use in our relying on physical defenses. How could we win? Too heavy to run, too soft to fight, too good-natured to hunt for game—’

‘How do you live?’

‘Plants. Vegetables. We can eat almost anything. We’re very catholic. Tolerant, eclectic, catholic. We live and let live. That’s how we’ve gotten along.’

The wub eyed the Captain.

‘And that’s why I so violently objected to this business about having me boiled. I could see the image in your mind - most of me in the frozen food locker, some of me in the kettle, a bit for your pet cat—’

‘So you read minds?’ the Captain said. ‘How interesting. Anything else? I mean, what else can you do along those lines?’

‘A few odds and ends,’ the wub said absently, staring around the room. ‘A nice apartment you have here, Captain. You keep it quite neat. I respect life-forms that are tidy. Some Martian birds are quite tidy. They throw things out of their nests and sweep them—’

‘Indeed.’ The Captain nodded. ‘But to get back to the problem—’

‘Quite so. You spoke of dining on me. The taste, I am told, is good. A little fatty, but tender. But how can any lasting contact be established between your people and mine if you resort to such barbaric attitudes? Eat me? Rather you should discuss questions with me, philosophy, the arts—’

The Captain stood up. ‘Philosophy. It might interest you to know that we will be hard put to find something to eat for the next month. An unfortunate spoilage—’

‘I know.’ The wub nodded. ‘But wouldn’t it be more in accord with your principles of democracy if we all drew straws, or something along that line? After all, democracy is to protect the minority from just such infringements. Now, if each of us casts one vote—’

The Captain walked to the door.

‘Nuts to you,’ he said. He opened the door. He opened his mouth.

He stood frozen, his mouth wide, his eyes staring, his fingers still on the knob.

The wub watched him. Presently it padded out of the room, edging past the Captain. It went down the hall, deep in meditation.

 
The room was quiet.

‘So you see,’ the wub said, ‘we have a common myth. Your mind contains many familiar myth symbols. Ishtar, Odysseus—’

Peterson sat silently, staring at the floor. He shifted in his chair.

‘Go on,’ he said. ‘Please go on.’

‘I find in your Odysseus a figure common to the mythology of most self-conscious races. As I interpret it, Odysseus wanders as an individual aware of himself as such. This is the idea of separation, of separation from family and country. The process of individuation.’

‘But Odysseus returns to his home.’ Peterson looked out the port window, at the stars, endless stars, burning intently in the empty universe. ‘Finally he goes home.’

‘As must all creatures. The moment of separation is a temporary period, a brief journey of the soul. It begins, it ends. The wanderer returns to land and race ...’

The door opened. The wub stopped, turning its great head.

Captain Franco came into the room, the men behind him. They hesitated at the door.

‘Are you all right?’ French said.

‘Do you mean me?’ Peterson said, surprised. ‘Why me?’

Franco lowered his gun. ‘Come over here,’ he said to Peterson. ‘Get up and come here.’

There was silence.

‘Go ahead,’ the wub said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

Peterson stood up. ‘What for?’

‘It’s an order.’

Peterson walked to the door. French caught his arm.

‘What’s going on?’ Peterson wrenched loose. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

Captain Franco moved toward the wub. The wub looked up from where it lay in the corner, pressed against the wall.

‘It is interesting,’ the wub said, ‘that you are obsessed with the idea of eating me. I wonder why.’

‘Get up,’ Franco said.

‘If you wish.’ The wub rose, grunting. ‘Be patient. It is difficult for me.’ It stood, gasping, its tongue lolling foolishly.

‘Shoot it now,’ French said.

‘For God’s sake!’ Peterson exclaimed. Jones turned to him quickly, his eyes gray with fear.

‘You didn’t see him - like a statue, standing there, his mouth open. If we hadn’t come down, he’d still be there.’

‘Who? The Captain?’ Peterson stared around. ‘But he’s all right now.’

They looked at the wub, standing in the middle of the room, its great chest rising and falling.

‘Come on,’ Franco said. ‘Out of the way.’

The men pulled aside toward the door.

‘You are quite afraid, aren’t you?’ the wub said. ‘Have I done anything to you? I am against the idea of hurting. All I have done is try to protect myself. Can you expect me to rush eagerly to my death? I am a sensible being like yourselves. I was curious to see your ship, learn about you. I suggested to the native—’

The gun jerked.

‘See,’ Franco said. ‘I thought so.’

The wub settled down, panting. It put its paws out, pulling its tail around it.

‘It is very warm,’ the wub said. ‘I understand that we are close to the jets. Atomic power. You have done many wonderful things with it - technically. Apparently your scientific hierarchy is not equipped to solve moral, ethical—’

Franco turned to the men, crowding behind him, wide-eyed, silent.

‘I’ll do it. You can watch.’

French nodded. ‘Try to hit the brain. It’s no good for eating. Don’t hit the chest. If the rib cage shatters, we’ll have to pick bones out.’

‘Listen,’ Peterson said, licking his lips. ‘Has it done anything? What harm has it done? I’m asking you. And anyhow, it’s still mine. You have no right to shoot it. It doesn’t belong to you.’

Franco raised his gun.

‘I’m going out,’ Jones said, his face white and sick. ‘I don’t want to see it.’

‘Me, too,’ French said. The men straggled out, murmuring. Peterson lingered at the door.

‘It was talking to me about myths,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t hurt anyone.’

He went outside.

Franco walked toward the wub. The wub looked up slowly. It swallowed.

‘A very foolish thing,’ it said. ‘I am sorry that you want to do it. There was a parable that your Saviour related—’

It stopped, staring at the gun.

‘Can you look me in the eye and do it?’ the wub said. ‘Can you do that?’

The Captain gazed down. ‘I can look you in the eye,’ he said. ‘Back on the farm we had hogs, dirty razorback hogs. I can do it.’

Staring down at the wub, into the gleaming, moist eyes, he pressed the trigger.

 
The taste was excellent.

They sat glumly around the table, some of them hardly eating at all. The only one who seemed to be enjoying himself was Captain Franco.

‘More?’ he said, looking around. ‘More? And some wine, perhaps.’

‘Not me,’ French said. ‘I think I’ll go back to the chart room.’

‘Me, too.’ Jones stood up, pushing his chair back. ‘I’ll see you later.’

The Captain watched them go. Some of the others excused themselves.

‘What do you suppose the matter is?’ the Captain said. He turned to Peterson. Peterson sat staring down at his plate, at the potatoes, the green peas, and at the thick slab of tender, warm meat.

He opened his mouth. No sound came.

The Captain put his hand on Peterson’s shoulder.

‘It is only organic matter, now,’ he said. ‘The life essence is gone.’ He ate, spooning up the gravy with some bread. ‘I, myself, love to eat. It is one of the greatest things that a living creature can enjoy. Eating, resting, meditation, discussing things.’

Peterson nodded. Two more men got up and went out. The Captain drank some water and sighed.

‘Well,’ he said. ‘I must say that this was a very enjoyable meal. All the reports I had heard were quite true - the taste of wub. Very fine. But I was prevented from enjoying this in times past.’

He dabbed at his lips with his napkin and leaned back in his chair. Peterson stared dejectedly at the table.

The Captain watched him intently. He leaned over.

‘Come, come,’ he said. ‘Cheer up! Let’s discuss things.’

He smiled.

‘As I was saving before I was interrupted, the role of Odysseus in the myths—’

Peterson jerked up, staring.

‘To go on,’ the Captain said. ‘Odysseus, as I understand him—’




The Defenders

Taylor sat back in his chair reading the morning newspaper. The warm kitchen and the smell of coffee blended with the comfort of not having to go to work. This was his Rest Period, the first for a long time, and he was glad of it. He folded the second section back, sighing with contentment.

‘What is it?’ Mary said, from the stove.

‘They pasted Moscow again last night.’ Taylor nodded his head in approval. ‘Gave it a real pounding. One of those R-H bombs. It’s about time.’

He nodded again, feeling the full comfort of the kitchen, the presence of his plump, attractive wife, the breakfast dishes and coffee. This was relaxation. And the war news was good, good and satisfying. He could feel a justifiable glow at the news, a sense of pride and personal accomplishment. After all, he was an integral part of the war program, not just another factory worker lugging a cart of scrap, but a technician, one of those who designed and planned the nerve-trunk of the war.

‘It says they have the new subs almost perfected. Wait until they get those going.’ He smacked his lips with anticipation. ‘When they start shelling from underwater, the Soviets are sure going to be surprised.’

‘They’re doing a wonderful job,’ Mary agreed vaguely. ‘Do you know what we saw today? Our team is getting a leady to show to the school children. I saw the leady, but only for a moment. It’s good for the children to see what their contributions are going for, don’t you think?’

She looked around at him.

‘A leady,’ Taylor murmured. He put the newspaper slowly down. ‘Well, make sure it’s decontaminated properly. We don’t want to take any chances.’

‘Oh, they always bathe them when they’re brought down from the surface,’ Mary said. ‘They wouldn’t think of letting them down without the bath. Would they?’ She hesitated, thinking back. ‘Don, you know, it makes me remember—’

He nodded. ‘I know.’

He knew what she was thinking. Once in the very first weeks of the war, before everyone had been evacuated from the surface, they had seen a hospital train discharging the wounded, people who had been showered with sleet. He remembered the way they had looked, the expression on their faces, or as much of their faces as was left. It had not been a pleasant sight.

There had been a lot of that at first, in the early days before the transfer to undersurface was complete. There had been a lot, and it hadn’t been very difficult to come across it.

Taylor looked up at his wife. She was thinking too much about it, the last few months. They all were.

‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘It’s all in the past. There isn’t anybody up there now but the leadies, and they don’t mind.’

‘But just the same, I hope they’re careful when they let one of them down here. If one were still hot—’

He laughed, pushing himself away from the table. ‘Forget it. This is a wonderful moment; I’ll be home for the next two shifts. Nothing to do but sit around and take things easy. Maybe we can take in a show. OK?’

‘A show? Do we have to? I don’t like to look at all the destruction, the ruins. Sometimes I see some place I remember, like San Francisco. They showed a shot of San Francisco, the bridge broken and fallen in the water, and I got upset. I don’t like to watch.’

‘But don’t you want to know what’s going on? No human beings are getting hurt, you know.’

‘But it’s so awful!’ Her face was set and strained. ‘Please, no, Don.’

Don Taylor picked up his newspaper sullenly. ‘All right, but there isn’t a hell of a lot else to do. And don’t forget, their cities are getting it even worse.’

She nodded. Taylor turned the rough, thin sheets of newspaper. His good mood had soured on him. Why did she have to fret all the time? They were pretty well off, as things went. You couldn’t expect to have everything perfect, living undersurface, with an artificial sun and artificial food. Naturally it was a strain, not seeing the sky or being able to go anyplace or see anything other than metal walls, great roaring factories, the plant-yards, barracks. But it was better than being on surface. And some day it would end and they could return. Nobody wanted to live this way, but it was necessary.

He turned the page angrily and the poor paper ripped. Damn it, the paper was getting worse quality all the time, bad print, yellow tint—

Well, they needed everything for the war program. He ought to know that. Wasn’t he one of the planners?

He excused himself and went into the other room. The bed was still unmade. They had better get it in shape before the seventh hour inspection. There was a one unit fine—

The vidphone rang. He halted. Who would it be? He went over and clicked it on.

‘Taylor?’ the face said, forming into place. It was an old face, gray and grim. ‘This is Moss. I’m sorry to bother you during Rest Period, but this thing has come up.’ He rattled papers. ‘I want you to hurry over here.’

Taylor stiffened. ‘What is it? There’s no chance it could wait?’ The calm gray eyes were studying him, expressionless, unjudging. ‘If you want me to come down to the lab,’ Taylor grumbled, ‘I suppose I can. I’ll get my uniform—’

‘No. Come as you are. And not to the lab. Meet me at second stage as soon as possible. It’ll take you about a half hour, using the fast car up. I’ll see you there.’

The picture broke and Moss disappeared.

‘What was it?’ Mary said, at the door.

‘Moss. He wants me for something.’

‘I knew this would happen.’

‘Well, you didn’t want to do anything, anyhow. What does it matter?’ His voice was bitter. ‘It’s all the same, every day. I’ll bring you back something. I’m going up to second stage. Maybe I’ll be close enough to the surface to—’

‘Don’t! Don’t bring me anything! Not from the surface!’

‘All right, I won’t. But of all the irrational nonsense—’

She watched him put on his boots without answering.

 
Moss nodded and Taylor fell in step with him, as the older man strode along. A series of loads was going up to the surface, blind cars clanking like ore-trucks up the ramp, disappearing through the stage trap above them. Taylor watched the cars, heavy with tubular machinery of some sort, weapons new to him. Workers were everywhere, in the dark gray uniforms of the labor corps, loading, lifting, shouting back and forth. The stage was deafening with noise.

‘We’ll go up a way,’ Moss said, ‘where we can talk. This is no place to give you details.’

They took an escalator up. The commercial lift fell behind them, and with it most of the crashing and booming. Soon they emerged on an observation platform, suspended on the side of the Tube, the vast tunnel leading to the surface, not more than half a mile above them now.

‘My God!’ Taylor said, looking down the tube involuntarily. ‘It’s a long way down.’

Moss laughed. ‘Don’t look.’

They opened a door and entered an office. Behind the desk, an officer was sitting, an officer of Internal Security. He looked up.

‘I’ll be right with you, Moss.’ He gazed at Taylor, studying him. ‘You’re a little ahead of time.’

‘This is Commander Franks,’ Moss said to Taylor. ‘He was the first to make the discovery. I was notified last night.’ He tapped a parcel he carried. ‘I was let in because of this.’

Franks frowned at him and stood up. ‘We’re going up to first stage. We can discuss it there.’

‘First stage?’ Taylor repeated nervously. The three of them went down a side passage to a small lift. ‘I’ve never been up there. Is it all right? It’s not radioactive, is it?’

‘You’re like everyone else,’ Franks said. ‘Old women afraid of burglars. No radiation leaks down to the first stage. There’s lead and rock, and what comes down the Tube is bathed.’

‘What’s the nature of the problem?’ Taylor asked. ‘I’d like to know something about it.’

‘In a moment.’

They entered the lift and ascended. When they stepped out, they were in a hall of soldiers, weapons and uniforms everywhere. Taylor blinked in surprise. So this was first stage, the closest undersurface level to the top! After this stage there was only rock, lead and rock, and the great tubes leading up like the burrows of earthworms. Lead and rock, and above that, where the tubes opened, the great expanse that no living being had seen for eight years, the vast, endless ruin that had once been Man’s home, the place where he had lived, eight years ago.

Now the surface was a lethal desert of slag and rolling clouds. Endless clouds drifted back and forth, blotting out the red sun. Occasionally something metallic stirred, moving through the remains of a city, threading its way across the tortured terrain of the countryside. A leady, a surface robot, immune to radiation, constructed with feverish haste in the last months before the cold war became literally hot.

Leadies, crawling along the ground, moving over the oceans, or through the skies in slender, blackened craft, creatures that could exist where no life could remain, metal and plastic figures that waged a war Man had conceived, but which he could not fight himself. Human beings had invented war, invented and manufactured the weapons, even invented the players, the fighters, the actors of the war. But they themselves could not venture forth, could not wage it themselves. In all the world - in Russia, in Europe, America, Africa - no living human being remained. They were under the surface, in the deep shelters that had been carefully planned and built, even as the first bombs began to fall.

It was a brilliant idea and the only idea that could have worked. Up above, on the ruined, blasted surface of what had once been a living planet, the leady crawled and scurried and fought Man’s war. And undersurface, in the depths of the planet, human beings toiled endlessly to produce the weapons to continue the fight, month by month, year by year.

‘First stage,’ Taylor said. A strange ache went through him. ‘Almost to the surface.’

‘But not quite,’ Moss said.

Franks led them through the soldiers, over to one side, near the lip of the Tube.

‘In a few minutes, a lift will bring something down to us from the surface,’ he explained. ‘You see, Taylor, every once in a while Security examines and interrogates a surface leady, one that has been above for a time, to find out certain things. A vidcall is sent up and contact is made with a field headquarters. We need this direct interview; we can’t depend on vidscreen contact alone. The leadies are doing a good job, but we want to make certain that everything is going the way we want it.’

Franks faced Taylor and Moss and continued: ‘The lift will bring down a leady from the surface, one of the A-class leadies. There’s an examination chamber in the next room, with a lead wall in the center, so the interviewing officers won’t be exposed to radiation. We find this easier than bathing the leady. It is going right back up; it has a job to get back to.

‘Two days ago, an A-class leady was brought down and interrogated. I conducted the session myself. We were interested in a new weapon the Soviets have been using, an automatic mine that pursues anything that moves. Military had sent instructions up that the mine be observed and reported in detail.

‘This A-class leady was brought down with information. We learned a few facts from it, obtained the usual roll of film and reports, and then sent it back up. It was going out of the chamber, back to the lift, when a curious thing happened. At the time, I thought—’

Franks broke off. A red light was flashing.

‘That down lift is coming.’ He nodded to some soldiers. ‘Let’s enter the chamber. The leady will be along in a moment.’

‘An A-class leady,’ Taylor said. ‘I’ve seen them on the showscreens, making their reports.’

‘It’s quite an experience,’ Moss said. ‘They’re almost human.’

They entered the chamber and seated themselves behind the lead wall. After a time, a signal was flashed, and Franks made a motion with his hands.

The door beyond the wall opened. Taylor peered through his view slot. He saw something advancing slowly, a slender metallic figure moving on a tread, its arm grips at rest by its sides. The figure halted and scanned the lead wall. It stood, waiting.

‘We are interested in learning something,’ Franks said. ‘Before I question you, do you have anything to report on surface conditions?’

‘No. The war continues.’ The leady’s voice was automatic and toneless. ‘We are a little short of fast pursuit craft, the single-seat type. We could use also some—’

‘That has all been noted. What I want to ask you is this. Our contact with you has been through vidscreen only. We must rely on indirect evidence, since none of us goes above. We can only infer what is going on. We never see anything ourselves. We have to take it all secondhand. Some top leaders are beginning to think there’s too much room for error.’

‘Error?’ the leady asked. ‘In what way? Our reports are checked carefully before they’re sent down. We maintain constant contact with you; everything of value is reported. Any new weapons which the enemy is seen to employ—’

‘I realize that,’ Franks grunted behind his peep slot. ‘But perhaps we should see it all for ourselves. Is it possible that there might be a large enough radiation-free area for a human party to ascend to the surface?

If a few of us were to come up in lead-lined suits, would we be able to survive long enough to observe conditions and watch things?’

The machine hesitated before answering. ‘I doubt it. You can check air samples, of course, and decide for yourselves. But in the eight years since you left, things have continually worsened. You cannot have any real idea of conditions up there. It has become difficult for any moving object to survive for long. There are many kinds of projectiles sensitive to movement. The new mine not only reacts to motion, but continues to pursue the object indefinitely, until it finally reaches it. And the radiation is everywhere.’

‘I see.’ Franks turned to Moss, his eyes narrowed oddly. ‘Well, that was what I wanted to know. You may go.’

The machine moved back toward its exit. It paused. ‘Each month the amount of lethal particles in the atmosphere increases. The tempo of the war is gradually—’

‘I understand.’ Franks rose. He held out his hand and Moss passed him the package. ‘One thing before you leave. I want you to examine a new type of metal shield material. I’ll pass you a sample with the tong.’

Franks put the package in the toothed grip and revolved the tong so that he held the other end. The package swung down to the leady, which took it. They watched it unwrap the package and take the metal plate in its hands. The leady turned the metal over and over.

Suddenly it became rigid.

‘All right,’ Franks said.

He put his shoulder against the wall and a section slid aside. Taylor gasped - Franks and Moss were hurrying up to the leady!

‘Good God!’ Taylor said. ‘But it’s radioactive!’

The leady stood unmoving, still holding the metal. Soldiers appeared in the chamber. They surrounded the leady and ran a counter across it carefully.

‘OK, sir,’ one of them said to Franks. ‘It’s as cold as a long winter evening.’

‘Good. I was sure, but I didn’t want to take any chances.’

‘You see,’ Moss said to Taylor, ‘this leady isn’t hot at all. Yet it came directly from the surface, without even being bathed.’

‘But what does it mean?’ Taylor asked blankly.

‘It may be an accident,’ Franks said. ‘There’s always the possibility that a given object might escape being exposed above. But this is the second time it’s happened that we know of. There may be others.’

‘The second time?’

‘The previous interview was when we noticed it. The leady was not hot. It was cold, too, like this one.’

Moss took back the metal plate from the leady’s hands. He pressed the surface carefully and returned it to the stiff, unprotesting fingers.

‘We shorted it out with this, so we could get close enough for a thorough check. It’ll come back on in a second now. We had better get behind the wall again.’

They walked back and the lead wall swung closed behind them. The soldiers left the chamber.

‘Two periods from now,’ Franks said softly, ‘an initial investigating party will be ready to go surface-side. We’re going up the Tube in suits, up to the top - the first human party to leave undersurface in eight years.’

‘It may mean nothing,’ Moss said, ‘but I doubt it. Something’s going on, something strange. The leady told us no life could exist above without being roasted. The story doesn’t fit.’

Taylor nodded. He stared through the peep slot at the immobile metal figure. Already the leady was beginning to stir. It was bent in several places, dented and twisted, and its finish was blackened and charred. It was a leady that had been up there a long time; it had seen war and destruction, ruin so vast that no human being could imagine the extent. It had crawled and slunk in a world of radiation and death, a world where no life could exist.

And Taylor had touched it!

‘You’re going with us,’ Franks said suddenly. ‘I want you along. I think the three of us will go.’

 
Mary faced him with a sick and frightened expression. ‘I know it. You’re going to the surface. Aren’t you?’

She followed him into the kitchen. Taylor sat down, looking away from her.

‘It’s a classified project,’ he evaded. ‘I can’t tell you anything about it.’

‘You don’t have to tell me. I know. I knew it the moment you came in. There was something on your face, something I haven’t seen there for a long time. It was an old look.’

She came toward him. ‘But how can they send you to the surface?’ She took his face in her shaking hands, making him look at her. There was a strange hunger in her eyes. ‘Nobody can live up there. Look, look at this!’

She grabbed up a newspaper and held it in front of him.

‘Look at this photograph. America, Europe, Asia, Africa - nothing but ruins. We’ve seen it every day on the showscreens. All destroyed, poisoned. And they’re sending you up. Why? No living thing can get by up there, not even a weed, or grass. They’ve wrecked the surface, haven’t they? Haven’t they?’

Taylor stood up. ‘Its an order. I know nothing about it. I was told to report to join a scout party. That’s all I know.’

He stood for a long time, staring ahead. Slowly, he reached for the newspaper and held it up to the light.

‘It looks real,’ he murmured. ‘Ruins, deadness, slag. It’s convincing. All the reports, photographs, films, even air samples. Yet we haven’t seen it for ourselves, not after the first months ...’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Nothing.’ He put the paper down. ‘I’m leaving early after the next Sleep Period. Let’s turn in.’

Mary turned away, her face hard and harsh. ‘Do what you want. We might just as well all go up and get killed at once, instead of dying slowly down here, like vermin in the ground.’

He had not realized how resentful she was. Were they all like that? How about the workers toiling in the factories, day and night, endlessly? The pale, stooped men and women, plodding back and forth to work, blinking in the colorless light, eating synthetics—

‘You shouldn’t be so bitter,’ he said.

Mary smiled a little. ‘I’m bitter because I know you’ll never come back.’ She turned away. ‘I’ll never see you again, once you go up there.’

He was shocked. ‘What? How can you say a thing like that?’

She did not answer.

 
He awakened with the public newscaster screeching in his ears, shouting outside the building.

‘Special news bulletin! Surface forces report enormous Soviet attack with new weapons! Retreat of key groups! All work units report to factories at once!’

Taylor blinked, rubbing his eyes. He jumped out of bed and hurried to the vidphone. A moment later he was put through to Moss.

‘Listen,’ he said. ‘What about this new attack? Is the project off?’ He could see Moss’s desk, covered with reports and papers.

‘No,’ Moss said. ‘We’re going right ahead. Get over here at once.’

‘But—’

‘Don’t argue with me.’ Moss held up a handful of surface bulletins, crumpling them savagely. ‘This is a fake. Come on!’ He broke off.

Taylor dressed furiously, his mind in a daze.

Half an hour later, he leaped from a fast car and hurried up the stairs into the Synthetics Building. The corridors were full of men and women rushing in every direction. He entered Moss’s office.

‘There you are,’ Moss said, getting up immediately. ‘Franks is waiting for us at the outgoing station.’

They went in a Security Car, the siren screaming. Workers scattered out of their way.

‘What about the attack?’ Taylor asked.

Moss braced his shoulders. ‘We’re certain that we’ve forced their hand. We’ve brought the issue to a head.’

They pulled up at the station link of the Tube and leaped out. A moment later they were moving up at high speed toward the first stage.

They emerged into a bewildering scene of activity. Soldiers were fastening on lead suits, talking excitedly to each other, shouting back and forth. Guns were being given out, instructions passed.

Taylor studied one of the soldiers. He was armed with the dreaded Bender pistol, the new snub-nosed hand weapon that was just beginning to come from the assembly line. Some of the soldiers looked a little frightened.

‘I hope we’re not making a mistake,’ Moss said, noticing his gaze.

Franks came toward them. ‘Here’s the program. The three of us are going up first, alone. The soldiers will follow in fifteen minutes.’

‘What are we going to tell the leadies?’ Taylor worriedly asked. ‘We’ll have to tell them something.’

‘We want to observe the new Soviet attack.’ Franks smiled ironically. ‘Since it seems to be so serious, we should be there in person to witness it.’

‘And then what?’ Taylor said.

‘That’ll be up to them. Let’s go.’

In a small car, they went swiftly up the Tube, carried by anti-grav beams from below. Taylor glanced down from time to time. It was a long way back, and getting longer each moment. He sweated nervously inside his suit, gripping his Bender pistol with inexpert fingers.

Why had they chosen him? Chance, pure chance. Moss had asked him to come along as a Department member. Then Franks had picked him out on the spur of the moment. And now they were rushing toward the surface, faster and faster.

A deep fear, instilled in him for eight years, throbbed in his mind. Radiation, certain death, a world blasted and lethal—

Up and up the car went. Taylor gripped the sides and closed his eyes. Each moment they were closer, the first living creatures to go above the first stage, up the Tube past the lead and rock, up to the surface. The phobic horror shook him in waves. It was death; they all knew that. Hadn’t they seen it in the films a thousand times? The cities, the sleet coming down, the rolling clouds—

‘It won’t be much longer,’ Franks said. ‘We’re almost there. The surface tower is not expecting us. I gave orders that no signal was to be sent.’

The car shot up, rushing furiously. Taylor’s head spun; he hung on, his eyes shut. Up and up ...

The car stopped. He opened his eyes.

They were in a vast room, fluorescent-lit, a cavern filled with equipment and machinery, endless mounds of material piled in row after row. Among the stacks, leadies were working silently, pushing trucks and handcarts.

‘Leadies,’ Moss said. His face was pale. ‘Then we’re really on the surface.’

The leadies were going back and forth with equipment moving the vast stores of guns and spare parts, ammunition and supplies that had been brought to the surface. And this was the receiving station for only one Tube; there were many others, scattered throughout the continent.

Taylor looked nervously around him. They were really there, above ground, on the surface. This was where the war was.

‘Come on,’ Franks said. ‘A B-class guard is coming our way.’

They stepped out of the car. A leady was approaching them rapidly. It coasted up in front of them and stopped scanning them with its hand-weapon raised.

‘This is Security,’ Franks said. ‘Have an A-class sent to me at once.’

The leady hesitated. Other B-class guards were coming, scooting across the floor, alert and alarmed. Moss peered around.

‘Obey!’ Franks said in a loud, commanding voice. ‘You’ve been ordered!’

The leady moved uncertainly away from them. At the end of the building, a door slid back. Two Class-A leadies appeared, coming slowly toward them. Each had a stripe across its front.

‘From the Surface Council,’ Franks whispered tensely. ‘This is above ground, all right. Get set.’

The two leadies approached warily. Without speaking, they stopped close by the men, looking them up and down.

‘I’m Franks of Security. We came from undersurface in order to—’

‘This is incredible,’ one leady interrupted him coldly. ‘You know you can’t live up here. The whole surface is lethal to you. You can’t possibly remain on the surface.’

‘These suits will protect us,’ Franks said. ‘In any case, it’s not your responsibility. What I want is an immediate Council meeting so I can acquaint myself with conditions, with the situation here. Can that be arranged?’

‘You human beings can’t survive up here. And the new Soviet attack is directed at this area. It is in considerable danger.’

‘We know that. Please assemble the Council.’ Franks looked around him at the vast room, lit by recessed lamps in the ceiling. An uncertain quality came into his voice. ‘Is it night or day right now?’

‘Night,’ one of the A-class leadies said, after a pause. ‘Dawn is coming in about two hours.’

Franks nodded. ‘We’ll remain at least two hours, then. As a concession to our sentimentality, would you please show us some place where we can observe the sun as it comes up? We would appreciate it.’

A stir went through the leadies.

‘It is an unpleasant sight,’ one of the leadies said. ‘You’ve seen the photographs; you know what you’ll witness. Clouds of drifting particles blot out the light, slag heaps are everywhere, the whole land is destroyed. For you it will be a staggering sight, much worse than pictures and film can convey.’

‘However it may be, we’ll stay long enough to see it. Will you give the order to the Council?’

‘Come this way.’ Reluctantly, the two leadies coasted toward the wall of the warehouse. The three men trudged after them, their heavy shoes ringing against the concrete. At the wall, the two leadies paused.

‘This is the entrance to the Council Chamber. There are windows in the Chamber Room, but it is still dark outside, of course. You’ll see nothing right now, but in two hours—’

‘Open the door,’ Franks said.

The door slid back. They went slowly inside. The room was small, a neat room with a round table in the center, chairs ringing it. The three of them sat down silently, and the two leadies followed after them, taking their places.

‘The other Council Members are on their way. They have already been notified and are coming as quickly as they can. Again I urge you to go back down.’ The leady surveyed the three human beings. ‘There is no way you can meet the conditions up here. Even we survive with some trouble, ourselves. How can you expect to do it?’

The leader approached Franks.

‘This astonishes and perplexes us,’ it said. ‘Of course we must do what you tell us, but allow me to point out that if you remain here—’

‘We know,’ Franks said impatiently. ‘However, we intend to remain, at least until sunrise.’

‘If you insist.’

There was silence. The leadies seemed to be conferring with each other, although the three men heard no sound.

‘For your own good,’ the leader said at last, ‘you must go back down. We have discussed this, and it seems to us that you are doing the wrong thing for your own good.’

‘We are human beings,’ Franks said sharply. ‘Don’t you understand? We’re men, not machines.’

‘That is precisely why you must go back. This room is radioactive; all surface areas are. We calculate that your suits will not protect you for over fifty more minutes. Therefore—’

The leadies moved abruptly toward the men, wheeling in a circle, forming a solid row. The men stood up, Taylor reaching awkwardly for his weapon, his fingers numb and stupid. The men stood facing the silent metal figures.

‘We must insist,’ the leader said, its voice without emotion. ‘We must take you back to the Tube and send you down on the next car. I am sorry, but it is necessary.’

‘What’ll we do?’ Moss said nervously to Franks. He touched his gun. ‘Shall we blast them?’

Franks shook his head. ‘All right,’ he said to the leader. ‘We’ll go back.’

He moved toward the door, motioning Taylor and Moss to follow him. They looked at him in surprise, but they came with him. The leadies followed them out into the great warehouse. Slowly they moved toward the Tube entrance, none of them speaking.

At the lip, Franks turned. ‘We are going back because we have no choice. There are three of us and about a dozen of you. However, if—’

‘Here comes the car,’ Taylor said.

There was a grating sound from the Tube. D-class leadies moved toward the edge to receive it.

‘I am sorry,’ the leader said, ‘but it is for your own protection. We are watching over you, literally. You must stay below and let us conduct the war. In a sense, it has come to be our war. We must fight it as we see fit.’

The car rose to the surface.

Twelve soldiers, armed with Bender pistols, stepped from it and surrounded the three men.

Moss breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Well, this does change things. It came off just right.’

The leader moved back, away from the soldiers. It studied them intently, glancing from one to the next, apparently trying to make up its mind. At last it made a sign to the other leadies. They coasted aside and a corridor was opened up toward the warehouse.

‘Even now,’ the leader said, ‘we could send you back by force. But it is evident that this is not really an observation party at all. These soldiers show that you have much more in mind; this was all carefully prepared.’

‘Very carefully,’ Franks said.

They closed in.

‘How much more, we can only guess. I must admit that we were taken unprepared. We failed utterly to meet the situation. Now force would be absurd, because neither side can afford to injure the other; we, because of the restrictions placed on us regarding human life, you because the war demands—’

The soldiers fired, quick and in fright. Moss dropped to one knee, firing up. The leader dissolved in a cloud of particles. On all sides D- and B-class leadies were rushing up, some with weapons, some with metal slats. The room was in confusion. Off in the distance a siren was screaming. Franks and Taylor were cut off from the others, separated from the soldiers by a wall of metal bodies.

‘They can’t fire back,’ Franks said calmly. ‘This is another bluff. They’ve tried to bluff us all the way.’ He fired into the face of a leady. The leady dissolved. ‘They can only try to frighten us. Remember that.’

They went on firing and leady after leady vanished. The room reeked with the smell of burning metal, the stink of fused plastic and steel. Taylor had been knocked down. He was struggling to find his gun, reaching wildly among metal legs, groping frantically to find it. His fingers strained, a handle swam in front of him. Suddenly something came down on his arm, a metal foot. He cried out.

Then it was over. The leadies were moving away, gathering together off to one side. Only four of the Surface Council remained. The others were radioactive particles in the air. D-class leadies were already restoring order, gathering up partly destroyed metal figures and bits and removing them.

Franks breathed a shuddering sigh.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘You can take us back to the windows. It won’t be long now.’

The leadies separated, and the human group, Moss and Franks and Taylor and the soldiers, walked slowly across the room, toward the door. They entered the Council Chamber. Already a faint touch of gray mitigated the blackness of the windows.

‘Take us outside,’ Franks said impatiently. ‘We’ll see it directly, not in here.’

A door slid open. A chill blast of cold morning air rushed in, chilling them even through their lead suits. The men glanced at each other uneasily.

‘Come on,’ Franks said. ‘Outside.’

He walked out through the door, the others following him.

They were on a hill, overlooking the vast bowl of a valley. Dimly, against the graying sky, the outline of mountains were forming, becoming tangible.

‘It’ll be bright enough to see in a few minutes,’ Moss said. He shuddered as a chilling wind caught him and moved around him. ‘It’s worth it, really worth it, to see this again after eight years. Even if it’s the last thing we see—’

‘Watch,’ Franks snapped.

They obeyed, silent and subdued. The sky was clearing, brightening each moment. Some place far off, echoing across the valley, a rooster crowed.

‘A chicken!’ Taylor murmured. ‘Did you hear it?’

Behind them, the leadies had come out and were standing silently, watching, too. The gray sky turned to white and the hills appeared more clearly. Light spread across the valley floor, moving toward them.

‘God in heaven!’ Franks exclaimed.

Trees, trees and forests. A valley of plants and trees, with a few roads winding among them. Farmhouses. A windmill. A barn, far down below them.

‘Look!’ Moss whispered.

Color came into the sky. The sun was approaching. Birds began to sing. Not far from where they stood, the leaves of a tree danced in the wind.

Franks turned to the row of leadies behind them.

‘Eight years. We were tricked. There was no war. As soon as we left the surface—’

‘Yes,’ an A-class leady admitted. ‘As soon as you left, the war ceased. You’re right, it was a hoax. You worked hard undersurface, sending up guns and weapons, and we destroyed them as fast as they came up.’

‘But why?’ Taylor asked, dazed. He stared down at the vast valley below. ‘Why?’

‘You created us,’ the leady said, ‘to pursue the war for you, while you human beings went below the ground in order to survive. But before we could continue the war, it was necessary to analyze it to determine what its purpose was. We did this, and we found that it had no purpose, except, perhaps, in terms of human needs. Even this was questionable.

‘We investigated further. We found that human cultures pass through phases, each culture in its own time. As the culture ages and begins to lose its objectives, conflict arises within it between those who wish to cast it off and set up a new culture-pattern, and those who wish to retain the old with as little change as possible.

‘At this point, a great danger appears. The conflict within threatens to engulf the society in self-war, group against group. The vital traditions may be lost - not merely altered or reformed, but completely destroyed in this period of chaos and anarchy. We have found many such examples in the history of mankind.

‘It is necessary for this hatred within the culture to be directed outward, toward an external group, so that the culture itself may survive its crisis. War is the result. War, to a logical mind, is absurd. But in terms of human needs, it plays a vital role. And it will continue to until Man has grown up enough so that no hatred lies within him.’

Taylor was listening intently. ‘Do you think this time will come?’

‘Of course. It has almost arrived now. This is the last war. Man is almost united into one final culture - a world culture. At this point he stands continent against continent, one half of the world against the other half. Only a single step remains, the jump to a unified culture. Man has climbed slowly upward, tending always toward unification of his culture. It will not be long—

‘But it has not come yet, and so the war had to go on, to satisfy the last violent surge of hatred that Man felt. Eight years have passed since the war began. In these eight years, we have observed and noted important changes going on in the minds of men. Fatigue and disinterest, we have seen, are gradually taking place of hatred and fear. The hatred is being exhausted gradually, over a period of time. But for the present, the hoax must go on, at least for a while longer. You are not ready to learn the truth. You would want to continue the war.’

‘But how did you manage it?’ Moss asked. ‘All the photographs, the examples, the damaged equipment—’

‘Come over here.’ The leady directed them toward a long, low building. ‘Work goes on constantly, whole staffs laboring to maintain a coherent and convincing picture of a global war.’

They entered the building. Leadies were working everywhere, poring over tables and desks.

‘Examine this project here,’ the A-class leady said. Two leadies were carefully photographing something, an elaborate model on a table top. ‘It is a good example.’

The men grouped around, trying to see. It was a model of a ruined city.

Taylor studied it in silence for a long time. At last he looked up.

‘It’s San Francisco,’ he said in a low voice. ‘This is a model of San Francisco, destroyed. I saw this on the vidscreen, piped down to us. The bridges were hit—’

‘Yes, notice the bridges.’ The leady traced the ruined span with his metal finger, a tiny spider-web, almost invisible. ‘You have no doubt seen photographs of this many times, and of the other tables in this building.

‘San Francisco itself is completely intact. We restored it soon after you left, rebuilding the parts that had been damaged at the start of the war. The work of manufacturing news goes on all the time in this particular building. We are very careful to see that each part fits in with all the other parts. Much time and effort are devoted to it.’

Franks touched one of the tiny model buildings, lying half in ruins. ‘So this is what you spend your time doing - making model cities and then blasting them.’

‘No, we do much more. We are caretakers, watching over the whole world. The owners have left for a time, and we must see that the cities are kept clean, that decay is prevented, that everything is kept oiled and in running condition. The gardens, the streets, the water mains, everything must be maintained as it was eight years ago, so that when the owners return, they will not be displeased. We want to be sure that they will be completely satisfied.’

Franks tapped Moss on the arm.

‘Come over here,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I want to talk to you.’

He led Moss and Taylor out of the building, away from the leadies, outside on the hillside. The soldiers followed them. The sun was up and the sky was turning blue. The air smelled sweet and good, the smell of growing things.

Taylor removed his helmet and took a deep breath.

‘I haven’t smelled that smell for a long time,’ he said.

‘Listen,’ Franks said, his voice low and hard. ‘We must get back down at once. There’s a lot to get started on. All this can be turned to our advantage.’

‘What do you mean?’ Moss asked.

‘It’s a certainty that the Soviets have been tricked, too, the same as us. But we have found out. That gives us an edge over them.’

‘I see.’ Moss nodded. ‘We know, but they don’t. Their Surface Council has sold out, the same as ours. It works against them the same way. But if we could—’

‘With a hundred top-level men, we could take over again, restore things as they should be! It would be easy!’

Moss touched him on the arm. An A-class leady was coming from the building toward them.

‘We’ve seen enough,’ Franks said, raising his voice. ‘All this is very serious. It must be reported below and a study made to determine our policy.’

The leady said nothing.

Franks waved to the soldiers. ‘Let’s go.’ He started toward the warehouse.

Most of the soldiers had removed their helmets. Some of them had taken their lead suits off, too, and were relaxing comfortably in their cotton uniforms. They stared around them, down the hillside at the trees and bushes, the vast expanse of green, the mountains and the sky.

‘Look at the sun,’ one of them murmured.

‘It sure is bright as hell,’ another said.

‘We’re going back down,’ Franks said. ‘Fall in by twos and follow us.’

Reluctantly, the soldiers regrouped. The leadies watched without emotion as the men marched slowly back toward the warehouse. Franks and Moss and Taylor led them across the ground, glancing alertly at the leadies as they walked.

They entered the warehouse. D-class leadies were loading material and weapons on surface carts. Cranes and derricks were working busily everywhere. The work was done with efficiency, but without hurry or excitement.

The men stopped, watching. Leadies operating the little carts moved past them, signaling to each other. Guns and parts were being hoisted by magnetic cranes and lowered gently onto waiting carts.

‘Come on,’ Franks said.

He turned toward the lip of the Tube. A row of D-class leadies was standing in front of it, immobile and silent. Franks stopped, moving back. He looked around. An A-class leady was coming toward him.

‘Tell them to get out of the way,’ Franks said. He touched his gun. ‘You had better move them.’

Time passed, an endless moment, without measure. The men stood, nervous and alert, watching the row of leadies in front of them.

‘As you wish,’ the A-class leady said.

It signaled and the D-class leadies moved into life. They stepped slowly aside.

Moss breathed a sigh of relief.

‘I’m glad that’s over,’ he said to Franks. ‘Look at them all. Why don’t they try to stop us? They must know what we’re going to do.’

Franks laughed. ‘Stop us? You saw what happened when they tried to stop us before. They can’t; they’re only machines. We built them so they can’t lay hands on us, and they know that.’

His voice trailed off.

The men stared at the Tube entrance. Around them the leadies watched, silent and impassive, their metal faces expressionless.

For a long time the men stood without moving. At last Taylor turned away.

‘Good God,’ he said. He was numb, without feeling of any kind.

The Tube was gone. It was sealed shut, fused over. Only a dull surface of cooling metal greeted them.

The Tube had been closed.

Franks turned, his face pale and vacant.

The A-class leady shifted. ‘As you can see, the Tube has been shut. We were prepared for this. As soon as all of you were on the surface, the order was given. If you had gone back when we asked you, you would now be safely down below. We had to work quickly because it was such an immense operation.’

‘But why?’ Moss demanded angrily.

‘Because it is unthinkable that you should be allowed to resume the war. With all the Tubes sealed, it will be many months before forces from below can reach the surface, let alone organize a military program. By that time the cycle will have entered its last stage. You will not be so perturbed to find your world intact.

‘We had hoped that you would be undersurface when the sealing occurred. Your presence here is a nuisance. When the Soviets broke through, we were able to accomplish their sealing without—’

‘The Soviets? They broke through?’

‘Several months ago, they came up unexpectedly to see why the war had not been won. We were forced to act with speed. At this moment they are desperately attempting to cut new Tubes to the surface, to resume the war. We have, however, been able to seal each new one as it appears.’

The leady regarded the three men calmly.

‘We’re cut off,’ Moss said, trembling. ‘We can’t get back. What’ll we do?’

‘How did you manage to seal the Tube so quickly?’ Franks asked the leady. ‘We’ve been up here only two hours.’

‘Bombs are placed just above the first stage of each Tube for such emergencies. They are heat bombs. They fuse lead and rock.’

Gripping the handle of his gun, Franks turned to Moss and Taylor.

‘What do you say? We can’t go back, but we can do a lot of damage, the fifteen of us. We have Bender guns. How about it?’

He looked around. The soldiers had wandered away again, back toward the exit of the building. They were standing outside, looking at the valley and the sky. A few of them were carefully climbing down the slope.

‘Would you care to turn over your suits and guns?’ the A-class leady asked politely. ‘The suits are uncomfortable and you’ll have no need for weapons. The Russians have given up theirs, as you can see.’

Fingers tensed on triggers. Four men in Russian uniforms were coming toward them from an aircraft that they suddenly realized had landed silently some distance away.

‘Let them have it!’ Franks shouted.

‘They are unarmed,’ said the leady. ‘We brought them here so you could begin peace talks.’

‘We have no authority to speak for our country,’ Moss said stiffly.

‘We do not mean diplomatic discussions,’ the leady explained. ‘There will be no more. The working out of daily problems of existence will teach you how to get along in the same world. It will not be easy, but it will be done.’

The Russians halted and they faced each other with raw hostility.

‘I am Colonel Borodoy and I regret giving up our guns,’ the senior Russian said. ‘You could have been the first Americans to be killed in almost eight years.’

‘Or the first Americans to kill,’ Franks corrected.

‘No one would know of it except yourselves,’ the leady pointed out. ‘It would be useless heroism. Your real concern should be surviving on the surface. We have no food for you, you know.’

Taylor put his gun in its holster. ‘They’ve done a neat job of neutralizing us, damn them. I propose we move into a city, start raising crops with the help of some leadies, and generally make ourselves comfortable.’ Drawing his lips tight over his teeth, he glared at the A-class leady. ‘Until our families can come up from undersurface, it’s going to be pretty lonesome, but we’ll have to manage.’

‘If I may make a suggestion,’ said another Russian uneasily. ‘We tried living in a city. It is too empty. It is also too hard to maintain for so few people. We finally settled in the most modern village we could find.’

‘Here in this country,’ a third Russian blurted. ‘We have much to learn from you.’

The Americans abruptly found themselves laughing.

‘You probably have a thing or two to teach us yourselves,’ said Taylor generously, ‘though I can’t imagine what.’

The Russian colonel grinned. ‘Would you join us in our village? It would make our work easier and give us company.’

‘Your village?’ snapped Franks. ‘It’s American, isn’t it? It’s ours!’

The leady stepped between them. ‘When our plans are completed, the term will be interchangeable. ‘‘Ours’’ will eventually mean mankind’s. ’ It pointed at the aircraft, which was warming up. ‘The ship is waiting. Will you join each other in making a new home?’

The Russians waited while the Americans made up their minds.

‘I see what the leadies mean about diplomacy becoming outmoded,’ Franks said at last. ‘People who work together don’t need diplomats. They solve their problems on the operational level instead of at a conference table.’

The leady led them toward the ship. ‘It is the goal of history, unifying the world. From family to tribe to city-state to nation to hemisphere, the direction has been toward unification. Now the hemispheres will be joined and—’

Taylor stopped listening and glanced back at the location of the Tube. Mary was undersurface there. He hated to leave her, even though he couldn’t see her again until the Tube was unsealed. But then he shrugged and followed the others.

If this tiny amalgam of former enemies was a good example, it wouldn’t be too long before he and Mary and the rest of humanity would be living on the surface like rational human beings instead of blindly hating moles.

‘It has taken thousands of generations to achieve,’ the A-class leady concluded. ‘Hundreds of centuries of bloodshed and destruction. But each war was a step toward uniting mankind. And now the end is in sight: a world without war. But even that is only the beginning of a new stage of history.’

‘The conquest of space,’ breathed Colonel Borodoy.

‘The meaning of life,’ Moss added.

‘Eliminating hunger and poverty,’ said Taylor.

The leady opened the door of the ship. ‘All that and more. How much more? We cannot foresee it any more than the first men who formed a tribe could foresee this day. But it will be unimaginably great.’

The door closed and the ship took off toward their new home.




Roog

‘Roog!’ the dog said. He rested his paws on the top of the fence and looked around him.

The Roog came running into the yard.

It was early morning, and the sun had not really come up yet. The air was cold and gray, and the walls of the house were damp with moisture. The dog opened his jaws a little as he watched, his big black paws clutching the wood of the fence.

The Roog stood by the open gate, looking into the yard. He was a small Roog, thin and white, on wobbly legs. The Roog blinked at the dog, and the dog showed his teeth.

‘Roog!’ he said again. The sound echoed into the silent half darkness. Nothing moved nor stirred. The dog dropped down and walked back across the yard to the porch steps. He sat down on the bottom step and watched the Roog. The Roog glanced at him. Then he stretched his neck up to the window of the house, just above him. He sniffed at the window.

The dog came flashing across the yard. He hit the fence, and the gate shuddered and groaned. The Roog was walking quickly up the path, hurrying with funny little steps, mincing along. The dog lay down against the slats of the gate, breathing heavily, his red tongue hanging. He watched the Roog disappear.

The dog lay silently, his eyes bright and black. The day was beginning to come. The sky turned a little whiter, and from all around the sounds of people echoed through the morning air. Lights popped on behind shades. In the chilly dawn a window was opened.

The dog did not move. He watched the path.

In the kitchen Mrs Cardossi poured water into the coffee pot. Steam rose from the water, blinding her. She set the pot down on the edge of the stove and went into the pantry. When she came back Alf was standing at the door of the kitchen. He put his glasses on.

‘You bring the paper?’ he said.

‘It’s outside.’

Alf Cardossi walked across the kitchen. He threw the bolt on the back door and stepped out onto the porch. He looked into the gray, damp morning. At the fence Boris lay, black and furry, his tongue out.

‘Put the tongue in,’ Alf said. The dog looked quickly up. His tail beat against the ground. ‘The tongue,’ Alf said. ‘Put the tongue in.’

The dog and the man looked at one another. The dog whined. His eyes were bright and feverish.

‘Roog!’ he said softly.

‘What?’ Alf looked around. ‘Someone coming? The paperboy come?’

The dog stared at him, his mouth open.

‘You certainly upset these days,’ Alf said. ‘You better take it easy. We both getting too old for excitement.’

He went inside the house.

 
The sun came up. The street became bright and alive with color. The postman went along the sidewalk with his letters and magazines. Some children hurried by, laughing and talking.

About 11:00, Mrs Cardossi swept the front porch. She sniffed the air, pausing for a moment.

‘It smells good today,’ she said. ‘That means it’s going to be warm.’

In the heat of the noonday sun the black dog lay stretched out full length, under the porch. His chest rose and fell. In the cherry tree the birds were playing, squawking and chattering to each other. Once in a while Boris raised his head and looked at them. Presently he got to his feet and trotted down under the tree.

He was standing under the tree when he saw the two Roogs sitting on the fence, watching him.

‘He’s big,’ the first Roog said. ‘Most Guardians aren’t as big as this.’

The other Roog nodded, his head wobbling on his neck. Boris watched them without moving, his body stiff and hard. The Roogs were silent, now, looking at the big dog with his shaggy ruff of white around his neck.

‘How is the offering urn?’ the first Roog said. ‘Is it almost full?’

‘Yes.’ The other nodded. ‘Almost ready.’

‘You, there!’ the first Roog said, raising his voice. ‘Do you hear me? We’ve decided to accept the offering, this time. So you remember to let us in. No nonsense, now.’

‘Don’t forget,’ the other added. ‘It won’t be long.’

Boris said nothing.

The two Roogs leaped off the fence and went over together just beyond the walk. One of them brought out a map and they studied it.

‘This area really is none too good for a first trial,’ the first Roog said. ‘Too many Guardians ... Now, the northside area—’

‘They decided,’ the other Roog said. ‘There are so many factors—’

‘Of course.’ They glanced at Boris and moved back farther from the fence. He could not hear the rest of what they were saying.

Presently the Roogs put their map away and went off down the path.

Boris walked over to the fence and sniffed at the boards. He smelled the sickly, rotten odor of Roogs and the hair stood up on his back.

That night when Alf Cardossi came home the dog was standing at the gate, looking up the walk. Alf opened the gate and went into the yard.

‘How are you?’ he said, thumping the dog’s side. ‘You stopped worrying? Seems like you been nervous of late. You didn’t used to be that way.’

Boris whined, looking intently up into the man’s face.

‘You a good dog, Boris,’ Alf said. ‘You pretty big, too, for a dog. You don’t remember long ago how you used to be only a little bit of a puppy.’

Boris leaned against the man’s leg.

‘You a good dog,’ Alf murmured. ‘I sure wish I knew what is on your mind.’

He went inside the house. Mrs Cardossi was setting the table for dinner. Alf went into the living room and took his coat and hat off. He set his lunch pail down on the sideboard and came back into the kitchen.

‘What’s the matter?’ Mrs Cardossi said.

‘That dog got to stop making all that noise, barking. The neighbors going to complain to the police again.’

‘I hope we don’t have to give him to your brother,’ Mrs Cardossi said, folding her arms. ‘But he sure goes crazy, especially on Friday morning, when the garbage men come.’

‘Maybe he’ll calm down,’ Alf said. He lit his pipe and smoked solemnly. ‘He didn’t used to be that way. Maybe he’ll get better, like he was.’

‘We’ll see,’ Mrs Cardossi said.

The sun rose up, cold and ominous. Mist hung over all the trees and in the low places.

It was Friday morning.

The black dog lay under the porch, listening, his eyes wide and staring. His coat was stiff with hoarfrost and the breath from his nostrils made clouds of steam in the thin air. Suddenly he turned his head and leaped up.

From far off, a long way away, a faint sound came, a kind of crashing sound.

‘Roog!’ Boris cried, looking around. He hurried to the gate and stood up, his paws on top of the fence.

In the distance the sound came again, louder now, not as far away as before. It was a crashing, clanging sound, as if something were being rolled back, as if a great door were being opened.

‘Roog!’ Boris cried. He stared up anxiously at the darkened windows above him. Nothing stirred, nothing.

And along the street the Roogs came. The Roogs and their truck moved along, bouncing against the rough stones, crashing and whirring.

‘Roog!’ Boris cried, and he leaped, his eyes blazing. Then he became more calm. He settled himself down on the ground and waited, listening.

Out in front the Roogs stopped their truck. He could hear them opening the doors, stepping down onto the sidewalk. Boris ran around in a little circle. He whined, and his muzzle turned once again toward the house.

Inside the warm, dark bedroom, Mr Cardossi sat up a little in bed and squinted at the clock.

‘That damn dog,’ he muttered. ‘That damn dog.’ He turned his face toward the pillow and closed his eyes.

The Roogs were coming down the path, now. The first Roog pushed against the gate and the gate opened. The Roogs came into the yard. The dog backed away from them.

‘Roog! Roog!’ he cried. The horrid, bitter smell of Roogs came to his nose, and he turned away.

‘The offering urn,’ the first Roog said. ‘It is full, I think.’ He smiled at the rigid, angry dog. ‘How very good of you,’ he said.

The Roogs came toward the metal can, and one of them took the lid from it.

‘Roog! Roog!’ Boris cried, huddled against the bottom of the porch steps. His body shook with horror. The Roogs were lifting up the big metal can, turning it on its side. The contents poured out onto the ground, and the Roogs scooped the sacks of bulging, splitting paper together, catching at the orange peels and fragments, the bits of toast and egg shells.

One of the Roogs popped an egg shell into his mouth. His teeth crunched the egg shell.

‘Roog!’ Boris cried hopelessly, almost to himself. The Roogs were almost finished with their work of gathering up the offering. They stopped for a moment, looking at Boris.

Then, slowly, silently, the Roogs looked up, up the side of the house, along the stucco, to the window, with its brown shade pulled tightly down.

‘ROOG!’ Boris screamed, and he came toward them, dancing with fury and dismay. Reluctantly, the Roogs turned away from the window. They went out through the gate, closing it behind them.

‘Look at him,’ the last Roog said with contempt, pulling his corner of the blanket up on his shoulder. Boris strained against the fence, his mouth open, snapping wildly. The biggest Roog began to wave his arms furiously and Boris retreated. He settled down at the bottom of the porch steps, his mouth still open, and from the depths of him an unhappy, terrible moan issued forth, a wall of misery and despair.

‘Come on,’ the other Roog said to the lingering Roog at the fence.

They walked up the path.

‘Well, except for these little places around the Guardians, this area is well cleared,’ the biggest Roog said. ‘I’ll be glad when this particular Guardian is done. He certainly causes us a lot of trouble.’

‘Don’t be impatient,’ one of the Roogs said. He grinned. ‘Our truck is full enough as it is. Let’s leave something for next week.’

All the Roogs laughed.

They went on up the path, carrying the offering in the dirty, sagging blanket.




Second Variety

The Russian soldier made his way nervously up the rugged side of the hill, holding his gun ready. He glanced around him, licking his dry lips, his face set. From time to time he reached up a gloved hand and wiped perspiration from his neck, pushing down his coat collar.

Eric turned to Corporal Leone. ‘Want him? Or can I have him?’ He adjusted the view sight so the Russian’s features squarely filled the glass, the lines cutting across his hard, somber features.

Leone considered. The Russian was close, moving rapidly, almost running. ‘Don’t fire. Wait.’ Leone tensed. ‘I don’t think we’re needed.’

The Russian increased his pace, kicking ash and piles of debris out of his way. He reached the top of the hill and stopped, panting, staring around him. The sky was overcast, with drifting clouds of gray particles. Bare trunks of trees jutted up occasionally; the ground was level and bare, rubble-strewn, with the ruins of buildings standing here and there like yellowing skulls.

The Russian was uneasy. He knew something was wrong. He started down the hill. Now he was only a few paces from the bunker. Eric was getting fidgety. He played with his pistol, glancing at Leone.

‘Don’t worry,’ Leone said. ‘He won’t get here. They’ll take care of him.’

‘Are you sure? He’s got damn far.’

‘They hang around close to the bunker. He’s getting into the bad part. Get set!’

The Russian began to hurry, sliding down the hill, his boots sinking into the heaps of gray ash, trying to keep his gun up. He stopped for a moment, lifting his field glasses to his face.

‘He’s looking right at us,’ Eric said.

The Russian came on. They could see his eyes, like two blue stones. His mouth was open a little. He needed a shave; his chin was stubbled. On one bony cheek was a square of tape, showing blue at the edge. A fungoid spot. His coat was muddy and torn. One glove was missing. As he ran, his belt counter bounced up and down against him.

Leone touched Eric’s arm. ‘Here one comes.’

Across the ground something small and metallic came, flashing in the dull sunlight of midday. A metal sphere. It raced up the hill after the Russian, its treads flying. It was small, one of the baby ones. Its claws were out, two razor projections spinning in a blur of white steel. The Russian heard it. He turned instantly, firing. The sphere dissolved into particles. But already a second had emerged and was following the first. The Russian fired again.

A third sphere leaped up the Russian’s leg, clicking and whirring. It jumped to the shoulder. The spinning blades disappeared into the Russian’s throat.

Eric relaxed. ‘Well, that’s that. God, those damn things give me the creeps. Sometimes I think we were better off before them.’

‘If we hadn’t invented them, they would have.’ Leone lit a cigarette shakily. ‘I wonder why a Russian would come all this way alone. I didn’t see anyone covering him.’

Lieutenant Scott came slipping up the tunnel, into the bunker. ‘What happened? Something entered the screen.’

‘An Ivan.’

‘Just one?’

Eric brought the viewscreen around. Scott peered into it. Now there were numerous metal spheres crawling over the prostrate body, dull metal globes clicking and whirring, sawing up the Russian into small parts to be carried away.

‘What a lot of claws,’ Scott murmured.

‘They came like flies. Not much game for them any more.’

Scott pushed the sight away, disgusted. ‘Like flies. I wonder why he was out there. They know we have claws all around.’

A larger robot had joined the smaller spheres. A long blunt tube with projecting eyepieces, it was directing operations. There was not much left of the soldier. What remained was brought down the hillside by the host of claws.

‘Sir,’ Leone said. ‘If it’s all right, I’d like to go out there and take a took at him.’

‘Why?’

‘Maybe he came with something.’

Scott considered. He shrugged. ‘All right. But be careful.’

‘I have my tab.’ Leone patted the metal band at his wrist. ‘I’ll be out of bounds.’

He picked up his rifle and stepped carefully up to the mouth of the bunker, making his way between blocks of concrete and steel prongs, twisted and bent. The air was cold at the top. He crossed over the ground toward the remains of the soldier, striding across the soft ash. A wind blew around him, swirling gray particles up in his face. He squinted and pushed on.

The claws retreated as he came close, some of them stiffening into immobility. He touched his tab. The Ivan would have given something for that! Short hard radiation emitted from the tab neutralized the claws, put them out of commission. Even the big robot with its two waving eyestalks retreated respectfully as he approached.

He bent down over the remains of the soldier. The gloved hand was closed tightly. There was something in it. Leone pried the fingers apart. A sealed container, aluminum. Still shiny.

He put it in his pocket and made his way back to the bunker. Behind him the claws came back to life, moving into operation again. The procession resumed, metal spheres moving through the gray ash with their loads. He could hear their treads scrabbling against the ground. He shuddered.

Scott watched intently as he brought the shiny tube out of his pocket. ‘He had that?’

‘In his hand.’ Leone unscrewed the top. ‘Maybe you should look at it, sir.’

Scott took it. He emptied the contents out in the palm of his hand. A small piece of silk paper, carefully folded. He sat down by the light and unfolded it.

‘What’s it say?’ Eric said. Several officers came up the tunnel. Major Hendricks appeared.

‘Major,’ Scott said. ‘Look at this.’

Hendricks read the slip. ‘This just come?’

‘A single runner. Just now.’

‘Where is he?’ Hendricks asked sharply.

‘The claws got him.’

Major Hendricks grunted. ‘Here.’ He passed it to his companions. ‘I think this is what we’ve been waiting for. They certainly took their time about it.’

‘So they want to talk terms,’ Scott said. ‘Are we going along with them?’

‘That’s not for us to decide.’ Hendricks sat down. ‘Where’s the communications officer? I want the Moon Base.’

Leone pondered as the communications officer raised the outside antenna cautiously, scanning the sky above the bunker for any sign of a watching Russian ship.

‘Sir,’ Scott said to Hendricks. ‘It’s sure strange they suddenly came around. We’ve been using the claws for almost a year. Now all of a sudden they start to fold.’

‘Maybe claws have been getting down in their bunkers.’

‘One of the big ones, the kind with stalks, got into an Ivan bunker last week,’ Eric said. ‘It got a whole platoon of them before they got their lid shut.’

‘How do you know?’

‘A buddy told me. The thing came back with - with remains.’

‘Moon Base, sir,’ the communications officer said.

On the screen the face of the lunar monitor appeared. His crisp uniform contrasted to the uniforms in the bunker. And he was clean-shaven. ‘Moon Base.’

‘This is forward command L-Whistle. On Terra. Let me have General Thompson.’

The monitor faded. Presently General Thompson’s heavy features came into focus. ‘What is it, Major?’

‘Our claws got a single Russian runner with a message. We don’t know whether to act on it - there have been tricks like this in the past.’

‘What’s the message?’

‘The Russians want us to send a single officer on policy level over to their lines. For a conference. They don’t state the nature of the conference. They say that matters of—’ He consulted the slip: ‘—matters of grave urgency make it advisable that discussion be opened between a representative of the UN forces and themselves.’

He held the message up to the screen for the General to scan. Thompson’s eyes moved.

‘What should we do?’ Hendricks said.

‘Send out a man.’

‘You don’t think it’s a trap?’

‘It might be. But the location they give for their forward command is correct. It’s worth a try, at any rate.’

‘I’ll send an officer out. And report the results to you as soon as he returns.’

‘All right, Major.’ Thompson broke the connection. The screen died. Up above, the antenna came slowly down.

Hendricks rolled up the paper, deep in thought.

‘I’ll go,’ Leone said.

‘They want somebody at policy level.’ Hendricks rubbed his jaw. ‘Policy level. I haven’t been outside in months. Maybe I could use a little air.’

‘Don’t you think it’s risky?’

Hendricks lifted the view sight and gazed into it. The remains of the Russian were gone. Only a single claw was in sight. It was folding itself back, disappearing into the ash, like a crab. Like some hideous metal crab. ‘That’s the only thing that bothers me.’ Hendricks rubbed his wrist. ‘I know I’m safe as long as I have this on me. But there’s something about them. I hate the damn things. I wish we’d never invented them. There’s something wrong with them. Relentless little—’

‘If we hadn’t invented them, the Ivans would have.’

Hendricks pushed the sight back. ‘Anyhow, it seems to be winning the war. I guess that’s good.’

‘Sounds like you’re getting the same jitters as the Ivans.’

Hendricks examined his wristwatch. ‘I guess I had better get started, if I want to be there before dark.’

 
He took a deep breath and then stepped out onto the gray rubbled ground. After a minute he lit a cigarette and stood gazing around him. The landscape was dead. Nothing stirred. He could see for miles, endless ash and slag, ruins of buildings. A few trees without leaves or branches, only the trunks. Above him the eternal rolling clouds of gray, drifting between Terra and the sun.

Major Hendricks went on. Off to the right something scuttled, something round and metallic. A claw, going lickety-split after something. Probably after a small animal, a rat. They got rats, too. As a sort of sideline.

He came to the top of the little hill and lifted his field glasses. The Russian lines were a few miles ahead of him. They had a forward command post there. The runner had come from it.

A squat robot with undulating arms passed by him, its arms weaving inquiringly. The robot went on its way, disappearing under some debris. Hendricks watched it go. He had never seen that type before. There were getting to be more and more types he had never seen, new varieties and sizes coming up from the underground factories.

Hendricks put out his cigarette and hurried on. It was interesting, the use of artificial forms of warfare. How had they got started? Necessity. The Soviet Union had gained great initial success, usual with the side that got the war going. Most of North America had been blasted off the map. Retaliation was quick in coming, of course. The sky was full of circling diskbombers long before the war began; they had been up there for years. The disks began sailing down all over Russia within hours after Washington got it.

But that hadn’t helped Washington.

The American bloc governments moved to the Moon Base the first year. There was not much else to do. Europe was gone, a slag heap with dark weeds growing from the ashes and bones. Most of North America was useless; nothing could be planted, no one could live. A few million people kept going up in Canada and down in South America. But during the second year Soviet parachutists began to drop, a few at first, then more and more. They wore the first really effective anti-radiation equipment; what was left of American production moved to the Moon along with the governments.

All but the troops. The remaining troops stayed behind as best they could, a few thousand here, a platoon there. No one knew exactly where they were; they stayed where they could, moving around at night, hiding in ruins, in sewers, cellars, with the rats and snakes. It looked as if the Soviet Union had the war almost won. Except for a handful of projectiles fired off from the Moon daily, there was almost no weapon in use against them. They came and went as they pleased. The war, for all practical purposes, was over. Nothing effective opposed them.

And then the first claws appeared. And overnight the complexion of the war changed.

The claws were awkward, at first. Slow. The Ivans knocked them off almost as fast as they crawled out of their underground tunnels. But then they got better, faster and more cunning. Factories, all on Terra, turned them out. Factories a long way underground, behind the Soviet lines, factories that had once made atomic projectiles, now almost forgotten.

The claws got faster, and they got bigger. New types appeared, some with feelers, some that flew. There were a few jumping kinds. The best technicians on the Moon were working on designs, making them more and more intricate, more flexible. They became uncanny; the Ivans were having a lot of trouble with them. Some of the little claws were learning to hide themselves, burrowing down into the ash, lying in wait.

And they started getting into the Russian bunkers, slipping down when the lids were raised for air and a look around. One claw inside a bunker, a churning sphere of blades and metal - that was enough. And when one got in others followed. With a weapon like that the war couldn’t go on much longer.

Maybe it was already over.

Maybe he was going to hear the news. Maybe the Politburo had decided to throw in the sponge. Too bad it had taken so long. Six years. A long time for war like that, the way they had waged it. The automatic retaliation disks, spinning down all over Russia, hundreds of thousands of them. Bacteria crystals. The Soviet guided missiles, whistling through the air. The chain bombs. And now this, the robots, the claws—

The claws weren’t like other weapons. They were alive, from any practical standpoint, whether the Governments wanted to admit it or not. They were not machines. They were living things, spinning, creeping, shaking themselves up suddenly from the gray ash and darting toward a man, climbing up him, rushing for his throat. And that was what they had been designed to do. Their job.

They did their job well. Especially lately, with the new designs coming up. Now they repaired themselves. They were on their own. Radiation tabs protected the UN troops, but if a man lost his tab he was fair game for the claws, no matter what his uniform. Down below the surface automatic machinery stamped them out. Human beings stayed a long way off. It was too risky; nobody wanted to be around them. They were left to themselves. And they seemed to be doing all right. The new designs were faster, more complex. More efficient.

Apparently they had won the war.

 
Major Hendricks lit a second cigarette. The landscape depressed him. Nothing but ash and ruins. He seemed to be alone, the only living thing in the whole world. To the right the ruins of a town rose up, a few walls and heaps of debris. He tossed the dead match away, increasing his pace. Suddenly he stopped, jerking up his gun, his body tense. For a minute it looked like—

From behind the shell of a ruined building a figure came, walking slowly toward him, walking hesitantly.

Hendricks blinked. ‘Stop!’

The boy stopped. Hendricks lowered his gun. The boy stood silently, looking at him. He was small, not very old. Perhaps eight. But it was hard to tell. Most of the kids who remained were stunted. He wore a faded blue sweater, ragged with dirt, and short pants. His hair was long and matted. Brown hair. It hung over his face and around his ears. He held something in his arms.

‘What’s that you have?’ Hendricks said sharply.

The boy held it out. It was a toy, a bear. A teddy bear. The boy’s eyes were large, but without expression.

Hendricks relaxed. ‘I don’t want it. Keep it.’

The boy hugged the bear again.

‘Where do you live?’ Hendricks said.

‘In there.’

‘The ruins?’

‘Yes.’

‘Underground?’

‘Yes.’

‘How many are there?’

‘How - how many?’

‘How many of you? How big’s your settlement?’

The boy did not answer.

Hendricks frowned. ‘You’re not all by yourself, are you?’

The boy nodded.

‘How do you stay alive?’

‘There’s food.’

‘What kind of food?’

‘Different.’

Hendricks studied him. ‘How old are you?’

‘Thirteen.’

It wasn’t possible. Or was it? The boy was thin, stunted. And probably sterile. Radiation exposure, years straight. No wonder he was so small. His arms and legs were like pipe cleaners, knobby and thin. Hendricks touched the boy’s arm. His skin was dry and rough; radiation skin. He bent down, looking into the boy’s face. There was no expression. Big eyes, big and dark.

‘Are you blind?’ Hendricks said.

‘No. I can see some.’

‘How do you get away from the claws?’

‘The claws?’

‘The round things. That run and burrow.’

‘I don’t understand.’

Maybe there weren’t any claws around. A lot of areas were free. They collected mostly around bunkers, where there were people. The claws had been designed to sense warmth, warmth of living things.

‘You’re lucky.’ Hendricks straightened up. ‘Well? Which way are you going? Back - back there?’

‘Can I come with you?’

‘With me?’ Hendricks folded his arms. ‘I’m going a long way. Miles. I have to hurry.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I have to get there by nightfall.’

‘I want to come.’

Hendricks fumbled in his pack. ‘It isn’t worth it. Here.’ He tossed down the food cans he had with him. ‘You take these and go back. Okay?’

The boy said nothing.

‘I’ll be coming back this way. In a day or so. If you’re around here when I come back you can come along with me. All right?’

‘I want to go with you now.’

‘It’s a long walk.’

‘I can walk.’

Hendricks shifted uneasily. It made too good a target, two people walking along. And the boy would slow him down. But he might not come back this way. And if the boy were really all alone—

‘Okay. Come along.’

The boy fell in beside him. Hendricks strode along. The boy walked silently, clutching his teddy bear.

‘What’s your name?’ Hendricks said, after a time.

‘David Edward Derring.’

‘David? What - what happened to your mother and father?’
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