

[image: Cover]






[image: image]






[image: image]





THE CRAWLERS



He built, and the more he built the more he enjoyed building. Hot sunlight filtered down; summer breezes stirred around him as he toiled joyfully. When he ran out of material he paused awhile and rested. His edifice wasn’t large; it was more a practice model than the real thing. One part of his brain told him that, and another part thrilled with excitement and pride. It was at least large enough to enter. He crawled down the entrance tunnel and curled up inside in a contented heap.


Through a rent in the roof a few bits of dirt rained down. He oozed binder fluid and reinforced the weak place. In his edifice the air was clean and cool, almost dust-free. He crawled over the inner walls one last time, leaving a quick-drying coat of binder over everything. What else was needed? He was beginning to feel drowsy; in a moment he’d be asleep.


He thought about it, and then he extended a part of himself up through the still-open entrance. That part watched and listened warily, as the rest of him dozed off in a grateful slumber. He was peaceful and content, conscious that from a distance all that was visible was a light mound of dark clay. No one would notice it: no one would guess what lay beneath.


And if they did notice, he had methods of taking care of them.


The farmer halted his ancient Ford truck with a grinding shriek of brakes. He cursed and backed up a few yards. ‘There’s one. Hop down and take a look at it. Watch the cars—they go pretty fast along here.’


Ernest Gretry pushed the cabin door open and stepped down gingerly onto the hot mid-morning pavement. The air smelled of sun and drying grass. Insects buzzed around him as he advanced cautiously up the highway, hands in his trouser pockets, lean body bent forward. He stopped and peered down.


The thing was well mashed. Wheel marks crossed it in four places and its internal organs had ruptured and burst through. The whole thing was snail-like, a gummy elongated tube with sense organs at one end and a confusing mass of protoplasmic extensions at the other.


What got him most was the face. For a time he couldn’t look directly at it: he had to contemplate the road, the hills, the big cedar trees, anything else. There was something in the little dead eyes, a glint that was rapidly fading. They weren’t the lusterless eyes of a fish, stupid and vacant. The life he had seen haunted him, and he had got only a brief glimpse, as the truck bore down on it and crushed it flat.


‘They crawl across here every once in a while,’ the farmer said quietly. ‘Sometimes they get as far as town. The first one I saw was heading down the middle of Grant Street, about fifty yards an hour. They go pretty slow. Some of the teenage kids like to run them down. Personally I avoid them, if I see them.’


Gretry kicked aimlessly at the thing. He wondered vaguely how many more there were in the bushes and hills. He could see farmhouses set back from the road, white gleaming squares in the hot Tennessee sun. Horses and sleeping cattle. Dirty chickens scratching. A sleepy, peaceful countryside, basking in the late-summer sun.


‘Where’s the radiation lab from here?’ he asked.


The farmer indicated. ‘Over there, on the other side of those hills. You want to collect the remains? They have one down at the Standard Oil Station in a big tank. Dead, of course. They filled the tank with kerosene to try to preserve it. That one’s in pretty good shape, compared to this. Joe Jackson cracked its head with a two-by-four. He found it crawling across his property one night.’


Gretry got shakily back into the truck. His stomach turned over and he had to take some long deep breaths. ‘I didn’t realize there were so many. When they sent me out from Washington they just said a few had been seen.’


‘There’s been quite a lot.’ The farmer started up the truck and carefully skirted the remains on the pavement. ‘We’re trying to get used to them, but we can’t. It’s not nice stuff. A lot of people are moving away. You can feel it in the air, a sort of heaviness. We’ve got this problem and we have to meet it.’ He increased speed, leathery hands tight around the wheel. ‘It seems like there’s more of them born all the time, and almost no normal children.’


Back in town, Gretry called Freeman long distance from the booth in the shabby hotel lobby. ‘We’ll have to do something. They’re all around here. I’m going out at three to see a colony of them. The fellow who runs the taxi stand knows where they are. He says there must be eleven or twelve of them together.’


‘How do the people around there feel?’


‘How the hell do you expect? They think it’s God’s Judgment. Maybe they’re right.’


‘We should have made them move earlier. We should have cleaned out the whole area for miles around. Then we wouldn’t have this problem.’ Freeman paused. ‘What do you suggest?’


‘That island we took over for the H-bomb tests.’


‘It’s a damn big island. There was a whole group of natives we moved off and resettled.’ Freeman choked. ‘Good God, are there that many of them?’


‘The staunch citizens exaggerate, of course. But I get the impression there must be at least a hundred.’


Freeman was silent a long time. ‘I didn’t realize,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll have to put it through channels, of course. We were going to make further tests on that island. But I see your point.’


‘I’d like it,’ Gretry said. ‘This is a bad business. We can’t have things like this. People can’t live with this sort of thing. You ought to drop out here and take a look. It’s something to remember.’


‘I’ll—see what I can do. I’ll talk to Gordon. Give me a ring tomorrow.’


Gretry hung up and wandered out of the drab, dirty lobby onto the blazing sidewalk. Dingy stores and parked cars. A few old men hunched over on steps and sagging cane-bottom chairs. He lit a cigarette and shakily examined his watch. It was almost three. He moved slowly toward the taxi stand.


The town was dead. Nothing stirred. Only the motionless old men in their chairs and the out-of-town cars zipping along the highway. Dust and silence lay over everything. Age, like a gray spider web, covered all the houses and stores. No laughter. No sounds of any kind.


No children playing games.


A dirty blue taxicab pulled up silently beside him. ‘Okay, mister,’ the driver said, a rat-faced man in his thirties, toothpick hanging between his crooked teeth. He kicked the bent door open. ‘Here we go.’


‘How far is it?’ Gretry asked, as he climbed in.


‘Just outside town.’ The cab picked up speed and hurtled noisily along, bouncing and bucking. ‘You from the FBI?’


‘No.’


‘I thought from your suit and hat you was.’ The driver eyed him curiously. ‘How’d you hear about the crawlers?’


‘From the radiation lab.’


‘Yeah, it’s that hot stuff they got there.’ The driver turned off the highway and onto a dirt side-road. ‘It’s up here on the Higgins farm. The crazy damn things picked the bottom of old lady Higgins’ place to build their houses.’


‘Houses?’


‘They’ve got some sort of city, down under the ground. You’ll see it—the entrances, at least. They work together, building and fussing.’ He twisted the cab off the dirt road, between two huge cedars, over a bumpy field, and finally brought it to rest at the edge of a rocky gully. ‘This is it.’


It was the first time Gretry had seen one alive.


He got out of the cab awkwardly, his legs numb and unresponding. The things were moving slowly between the woods and the entrance tunnels in the center of the clearing. They were bringing building material, clay and weeds. Smearing it with some kind of ooze and plastering it in rough forms which were carefully carried beneath the ground. The crawlers were two or three feet long; some were older than others, darker and heavier. All of them moved with agonizing slowness, a silent flowing motion across the sun-baked ground. They were soft, shell-less, and looked harmless.


Again, he was fascinated and hypnotized by their faces. The weird parody of human faces. Wizened little baby features, tiny shoebutton eyes, slit of a mouth, twisted ears, and a few wisps of damp hair. What should have been arms were elongated pseudopods that grew and receded like soft dough. The crawlers seemed incredibly flexible; they extended themselves, then snapped their bodies back, as their feelers made contact with obstructions. They paid no attention to the two men; they didn’t even seem to be aware of them.


‘How dangerous are they?’ Gretry asked finally.


‘Well, they have some sort of stinger. They stung a dog, I know. Stung him pretty hard. He swelled up and his tongue turned black. He had fits and got hard. He died.’ The driver added halfapologetically, ‘He was nosing around. Interrupting their building. They work all the time. Keep busy.’


‘Is this most of them?’


‘I guess so. They sort of congregate here. I see them crawling this way.’ The driver gestured. ‘See, they’re born in different places. One or two at each farmhouse, near the radiation lab.’


‘Which way is Mrs Higgins’ farmhouse?’ Gretry asked.


‘Up there. See it through the trees? You want to—’


‘I’ll be right back,’ Gretry said, and started abruptly off. ‘Wait here.’


The old woman was watering the dark red geraniums that grew around her front porch, when Gretry approached. She looked up quickly, her ancient wrinkled face shrewd and suspicious, the sprinkling can poised like a blunt instrument.


‘Afternoon,’ Gretry said. He tipped his hat and showed her his credentials. ‘I’m investigating the—crawlers. At the edge of your land.’


‘Why?’ Her voice was empty, bleak, cold. Like her withered face and body.


‘We’re trying to find a solution.’ Gretry felt awkward and uncertain. ‘It’s been suggested we transport them away from here, out to an island in the Gulf of Mexico. They shouldn’t be here. It’s too hard on people. It isn’t right,’ he finished lamely.


‘No. It isn’t right.’


‘And we’ve already begun moving everybody away from the radiation lab. I guess we should have done that a long time ago.’


The old woman’s eyes flashed. ‘You people and your machines. See what you’ve done!’ She jabbed a bony finger at him excitedly. ‘Now you have to fix it. You have to do something.’


‘We’re taking them away to an island as soon as possible. But there’s one problem. We have to be sure about the parents. They have complete custody of them. We can’t just—’ He broke off futilely. ‘How do they feel? Would they let us cart up their—children, and haul them away?’


Mrs Higgins turned and headed into the house. Uncertainly, Gretry followed her through the dim, dusty interior rooms. Musty chambers full of oil lamps and faded pictures, ancient sofas and tables. She led him through a great kitchen of immense cast iron pots and pans down a flight of wooden stairs to a painted white door. She knocked sharply.


Flurry and movement on the other side. The sound of people whispering and moving things hurriedly.


‘Open the door,’ Mrs Higgins commanded. After an agonized pause the door opened slowly. Mrs Higgins pushed it wide and motioned Gretry to follow her.


In the room stood a young man and woman. They backed away as Gretry came in. The woman hugged a long pasteboard carton which the man had suddenly passed to her.


‘Who are you?’ the man demanded. He abruptly grabbed the carton back; his wife’s small hands were trembling under the shifting weight.


Gretry was seeing the parents of one of them. The young woman, brown-haired, not more than nineteen. Slender and small in a cheap green dress, a full-breasted girl with dark frightened eyes. The man was bigger and stronger, a handsome dark youth with massive arms and competent hands gripping the pasteboard carton tight.


Gretry couldn’t stop looking at the carton. Holes had been punched in the top; the carton moved slightly in the man’s arms, and there was a faint shudder that rocked it back and forth.


‘This man,’ Mrs Higgins said to the husband, ‘has come to take it away.’


The couple accepted the information in silence. The husband made no move except to get a better grip on the box.


‘He’s going to take all of them to an island,’ Mrs Higgins said. ‘It’s all arranged. Nobody’ll harm them. They’ll be safe and they can do what they want. Build and crawl around where nobody has to look at them.’


The young woman nodded blankly.


‘Give it to him,’ Mrs Higgins ordered impatiently. ‘Give him the box and let’s get it over with once and for all.’


After a moment the husband carried the box over to a table and put it down. ‘You know anything about them?’ he demanded. ‘You know what they eat?’


‘We—’ Gretry began helplessly.


‘They eat leaves. Nothing but leaves and grass. We’ve been bringing in the smallest leaves we could find.’


‘It’s only a month old,’ the young woman said huskily. ‘It already wants to go down with the others, but we keep it here. We don’t want it to go down there. Not yet. Later, maybe, we thought. We didn’t know what to do. We weren’t sure.’ Her large dark eyes flashed briefly in mute appeal, then faded out again. ‘It’s a hard thing to know.’


The husband untied the heavy brown twine and took the lid from the carton. ‘Here. You can see it.’


It was the smallest Gretry had seen. Pale and soft, less than a foot long. It had crawled in a corner of the box and was curled up in a messy web of chewed leaves and some kind of wax. A translucent covering spun clumsily around it, behind which it lay asleep. It paid no attention to them; they were out of its scope. Gretry felt a strange helpless horror rise up in him. He moved away, and the young man replaced the lid.


‘We knew what it was,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Right away, as soon as it was born. Up the road, there was one we saw. One of the first. Bob Douglas made us come over and look at it. It was his and Julie’s. That was before they started coming down and collecting together by the gully.’


‘Tell him what happened,’ Mrs Higgins said.


‘Douglas mashed its head with a rock. Then he poured gasoline on it and burned it up. Last week he and Julie packed and left.’


‘Have many of them been destroyed?’ Gretry managed to ask.


‘A few. A lot of men, they see something like that and they go sort of wild. You can’t blame them.’ The man’s dark eyes darted hopelessly. ‘I guess I almost did the same thing.’


‘Maybe we should have,’ his wife murmured. ‘Maybe I should have let you.’


Gretry picked up the pasteboard carton and moved toward the door. ‘We’ll get this done as quickly as we can. The trucks are on the way. It should be over in a day.’


‘Thank God for that,’ Mrs Higgins exclaimed in a clipped, emotionless voice. She held the door open, and Gretry carried the carton through the dim, musty house, down the sagging front steps and out into the blazing mid-afternoon sun.


Mrs Higgins stopped at the red geraniums and picked up her sprinkling can. ‘When you take them, take them all. Don’t leave any behind. Understand?’


‘Yes,’ Gretry muttered.


‘Keep some of your men and trucks here. Keep checking. Don’t let any stay where we have to look at them.’


‘When we get the people near the radiation lab moved away there shouldn’t be any more of—’


He broke off. Mrs Higgins had turned her back and was watering the geraniums. Bees buzzed around her. The flowers swayed dully with the hot wind. The old woman passed on around the side of the house, still watering and stooping over. In a few moments she was gone and Gretry was alone with his carton.


Embarrassed and ashamed, he carried the carton slowly down the hill and across the field to the ravine. The taxi driver was standing by his cab, smoking a cigarette and waiting patiently for him. The colony of crawlers was working steadily on its city. There were streets and passages. On some of the entrance-mounds he noticed intricate scratches that might have been words. Some of the crawlers were grouped together, setting up involved things he couldn’t make out.


‘Let’s go,’ he said wearily to the driver.


The driver grinned and yanked the back door. ‘I left the meter running,’ he said, his ratty face bright with craft. ‘You guys all have a swindle sheet—you don’t care.’


He built, and the more he built the more he enjoyed building. By now the city was over eighty miles deep and five miles in diameter. The whole island had been converted into a single vast city that honeycombed and interlaced farther each day. Eventually it would reach the land beyond the ocean; then the work would begin in earnest.


To his right, a thousand methodically moving companions toiled silently on the structural support that was to reinforce the main breeding chamber. As soon as it was in place everyone would feel better; the mothers were just now beginning to bring forth their young.


That was what worried him. It took some of the joy out of building. He had seen one of the first born—before it was quickly hidden and the thing hushed up. A brief glimpse of a bulbous head, foreshortened body, incredibly rigid extensions. It shrieked and wailed and turned red in the face. Gurgled and plucked aimlessly and kicked its feet.


In horror, somebody had finally mashed the throwback with a rock. And hoped there wouldn’t be any more.





SALES PITCH



Commute ships roared on all sides, as Ed Morris made his way wearily home to Earth at the end of a long hard day at the office. The Ganymede–Terra lanes were choked with exhausted, grim-faced businessmen; Jupiter was in opposition to Earth and the trip was a good two hours. Every few million miles the great flow slowed to a grinding, agonized halt; signal-lights flashed as streams from Mars and Saturn fed into the main traffic-arteries.


‘Lord,’ Morris muttered. ‘How tired can you get?’ He locked the autopilot and momentarily turned from the control board to light a much-needed cigarette. His hands shook. His head swam. It was past six; Sally would be fuming; dinner would be spoiled. The same old thing. Nerve-wracking driving, honking horns and irate drivers zooming past his little ship, furious gesturing, shouting, cursing …


And the ads. That was what really did it. He could have stood everything else—but the ads, the whole long way from Ganymede to Earth. And on Earth, the swarms of salesrobots; it was too much. And they were everywhere.


He slowed to avoid a fifty-ship smashup. Repair-ships were scurrying around trying to get the debris out of the lane. His audio-speaker wailed as police rockets hurried up. Expertly, Morris raised his ship, cut between two slow-moving commercial transports, zipped momentarily into the unused left lane, and then sped on, the wreck left behind. Horns honked furiously at him; he ignored them.


‘Trans-Solar Products greets you!’ an immense voice boomed in his ear. Morris groaned and hunched down in his seat. He was getting near Terra; the barrage was increasing. ‘Is your tension-index pushed over the safety-margin by the ordinary frustrations of the day? Then you need an Id-Persona Unit. So small it can be worn behind the ear, close to the frontal lobe—’


Thank God, he was past it. The ad dimmed and receded behind, as his fast-moving ship hurtled forward. But another was right ahead.


‘Drivers! Thousands of unnecessary deaths each year from inter-planet driving. Hypno-Motor Control from an expert source-point insures your safety. Surrender your body and save your life!’ The voice roared louder. ‘Industrial experts say—’


Both audio ads, the easiest to ignore. But now a visual ad was forming; he winced, closed his eyes, but it did no good.


‘Men!’ an unctuous voice thundered on all sides of him. ‘Banish internally-caused obnoxious odors forever. Removal by modern painless methods of the gastrointestinal tract and substitution system will relieve you of the most acute cause of social rejection.’ The visual image locked; a vast nude girl, blonde hair disarranged, blue eyes half shut, lips parted, head tilted back in sleep-drugged ecstasy. The features ballooned as the lips approached his own. Abruptly the orgiastic expression on the girl’s face vanished. Disgust and revulsion swept across, and then the image faded out.


‘Does this happen to you?’ the voice boomed. ‘During erotic sex-play do you offend your love-partner by the presence of gastric processes which—’


The voice died, and he was past. His mind his own again, Morris kicked savagely at the throttle and sent the little ship leaping. The pressure, applied directly to the audio-visual regions of his brain, had faded below spark point. He groaned and shook his head to clear it. All around him the vague half-defined echoes of ads glittered and gibbered, like ghosts of distant video-stations. Ads waited on all sides; he steered a careful course, dexterity born of animal desperation, but not all could be avoided. Despair seized him. The outline of a new visual-audio ad was already coming into being.


‘You, mister wage-earner!’ it shouted into the eyes and ears, noses and throats, of a thousand weary commuters. ‘Tired of the same old job? Wonder Circuits Inc. has perfected a marvelous long-range thoughtwave scanner. Know what others are thinking and saying. Get the edge on fellow employees. Learn facts, figures about your employer’s personal existence. Banish uncertainty!’


Morris’ despair swept up wildly. He threw the throttle on full blast; the little ship bucked and rolled as it climbed from the traffic lane into the dead zone beyond. A shrieking roar, as his fender whipped through the protective wall—and then the ad faded behind him.


He slowed down, trembling with misery and fatigue. Earth lay ahead. He’d be home, soon. Maybe he could get a good night’s sleep. He shakily dropped the nose of the ship and prepared to hook onto the tractor beam of the Chicago commute field.


‘The best metabolism adjuster on the market,’ the salesrobot shrilled. ‘Guaranteed to maintain a perfect endocrine-balance, or your money refunded in full.’


Morris pushed wearily past the salesrobot, up the sidewalk toward the residential-block that contained his living-unit. The robot followed a few steps, then forgot him and hurried after another grim-faced commuter.


‘All the news while it’s news,’ a metallic voice dinned at him. ‘Have a retinal vidscreen installed in your least-used eye. Keep in touch with the world; don’t wait for out-of-date hourly summaries.’


‘Get out of the way,’ Morris muttered. The robot stepped aside for him and he crossed the street with a pack of hunched-over men and women.


Robot-salesmen were everywhere, gesturing, pleading, shrilling. One started after him and he quickened his pace. It scurried along, chanting its pitch and trying to attract his attention, all the way up the hill to his living-unit. It didn’t give up until he stooped over, snatched up a rock, and hurled it futilely. He scrambled in the house and slammed the doorlock after him. The robot hesitated, then turned and raced after a woman with an armload of packages toiling up the hill. She tried vainly to elude it, without success.


‘Darling!’ Sally cried. She hurried from the kitchen, drying her hands on her plastic shorts, bright-eyed and excited. ‘Oh, you poor thing! You look so tired!’


Morris peeled off his hat and coat and kissed his wife briefly on her bare shoulder. ‘What’s for dinner?’


Sally gave his hat and coat to the closet. ‘We’re having Uranian wild pheasant; your favorite dish.’


Morris’ mouth watered, and a tiny surge of energy crawled back into his exhausted body. ‘No kidding? What the hell’s the occasion?’


His wife’s brown eyes moistened with compassion. ‘Darling, it’s your birthday; you’re thirty-seven years old today. Had you forgotten?’


‘Yeah.’ Morris grinned a little. ‘I sure had.’ He wandered into the kitchen. The table was set; coffee was steaming in the cups and there was butter and white bread, mashed potatoes and green peas. ‘My golly. A real occasion.’


Sally punched the stove controls and the container of smoking pheasant was slid onto the table and neatly sliced open. ‘Go wash your hands and we’re ready to eat. Hurry—before it gets cold.’


Morris presented his hands to the wash slot and then sat down gratefully at the table. Sally served the tender, fragrant pheasant, and the two of them began eating.


‘Sally,’ Morris said, when his plate was empty and he was leaning back and sipping slowly at his coffee. ‘I can’t go on like this. Something’s got to be done.’


‘You mean the drive? I wish you could get a position on Mars like Bob Young. Maybe if you talked to the Employment Commission and explained to them how all the strain—’


‘It’s not just the drive. They’re right out front. Everywhere. Waiting for me. All day and night.’


‘Who are, dear?’


‘Robots selling things. As soon as I set down the ship. Robots and visual-audio ads. They dig right into a man’s brain. They follow people around until they die.’


‘I know.’ Sally patted his hand sympathetically. ‘When I go shopping they follow me in clusters. All talking at once. It’s really a panic—you can’t understand half what they’re saying.’


‘We’ve got to break out.’


‘Break out?’ Sally faltered. ‘What do you mean?’


‘We’ve got to get away from them. They’re destroying us.’


Morris fumbled in his pocket and carefully got out a tiny fragment of metal-foil. He unrolled it with painstaking care and smoothed it out on the table. ‘Look at this. It was circulated in the office, among the men; it got to me and I kept it.’


‘What does it mean?’ Sally’s brow wrinkled as she made out the words. ‘Dear, I don’t think you got all of it. There must be more than this.’


‘A new world,’ Morris said softly. ‘Where they haven’t got to, yet. It’s a long way off, out beyond the solar system. Out in the stars.’


‘Proxima?’


‘Twenty planets. Half of them habitable. Only a few thousand people out there. Families, workmen, scientists, some industrial survey teams. Land free for the asking.’


‘But it’s so—’ Sally made a face. ‘Dear, isn’t it sort of underdeveloped? They say it’s like living back in the twentieth century. Flush toilets, bathtubs, gasoline-driven cars—’


‘That’s right.’ Morris rolled up the bit of crumpled metal, his face grim and dead-serious. ‘It’s a hundred years behind times. None of this.’ He indicated the stove and the furnishings in the living room. ‘We’ll have to do without. We’ll have to get used to a simpler life. The way our ancestors lived.’ He tried to smile but his face wouldn’t cooperate. ‘You think you’d like it? No ads, no salesrobots, traffic moving at sixty miles an hour instead of sixty million. We could raise passage on one of the big trans-system liners. I could sell my commute rocket …’


There was a hesitant, doubtful silence.


‘Ed,’ Sally began. ‘I think we should think it over more. What about your job? What would you do out there?’


‘I’d find something.’


‘But what? Haven’t you got that part figured out?’ A shrill tinge of annoyance crept into her voice. ‘It seems to me we should consider that part just a little more before we throw away everything and just—take off.’


‘If we don’t go,’ Morris said slowly, trying to keep his voice steady, ‘they’ll get us. There isn’t much time left. I don’t know how much longer I can hold them off.’


‘Really, Ed! You make it sound so melodramatic. If you feel that bad why don’t you take some time off and have a complete inhibition check? I was watching a vidprogram and I saw them going over a man whose psychosomatic system was much worse than yours. A much older man.’


She leaped to her feet. ‘Let’s go out tonight and celebrate. Okay?’ Her slim fingers fumbled at the zipper of her shorts. ‘I’ll put on my new plastirobe, the one I’ve never had nerve enough to wear.’


Her eyes sparkled with excitement as she hurried into the bedroom. ‘You know the one I mean? When you’re up close it’s translucent but as you get farther off it becomes more and more sheer until—’


‘I know the one,’ Morris said wearily. ‘I’ve seen them advertised on my way home from work.’ He got slowly to his feet and wandered into the living room. At the door of the bedroom he halted. ‘Sally—’


‘Yes?’


Morris opened his mouth to speak. He was going to ask her again, talk to her about the metal-foil fragment he had carefully wadded up and carried home. He was going to talk to her about the frontier. About Proxima Centauri. Going away and never coming back. But he never had a chance.


The doorchimes sounded.


‘Somebody’s at the door!’ Sally cried excitedly. ‘Hurry up and see who it is!’


In the evening darkness the robot was a silent, unmoving figure. A cold wind blew around it and into the house. Morris shivered and moved back from the door. ‘What do you want?’ he demanded. A strange fear licked at him. ‘What is it?’


The robot was larger than any he had seen. Tall and broad, with heavy metallic grippers and elongated eye-lenses. Its upper trunk was a square tank instead of the usual cone. It rested on four treads, not the customary two. It towered over Morris, almost seven feet high. Massive and solid.


‘Good evening,’ it said calmly. Its voice was whipped around by the night wind; it mixed with the dismal noises of evening, the echoes of traffic and the clang of distant street signals. A few vague shapes hurried through the gloom. The world was black and hostile.


‘Evening,’ Morris responded automatically. He found himself trembling. ‘What are you selling?’


‘I would like to show you a fasrad,’ the robot said.


Morris’ mind was numb; it refused to respond. What was a fasrad? There was something dreamlike and nightmarish going on. He struggled to get his mind and body together. ‘A what?’ he croaked.


‘A fasrad.’ The robot made no effort to explain. It regarded him without emotion, as if it was not its responsibility to explain anything. ‘It will take only a moment.’


‘I—’ Morris began. He moved back, out of the wind. And the robot, without change of expression, glided past him and into the house.


‘Thank you,’ it said. It halted in the middle of the living room. ‘Would you call your wife, please? I would like to show her the fasrad, also.’


‘Sally,’ Morris muttered helplessly. ‘Come here.’


Sally swept breathlessly into the living room, her breasts quivering with excitement. ‘What is it? Oh!’ She saw the robot and halted uncertainly. ‘Ed, did you order something? Are we buying something?’


‘Good evening,’ the robot said to her. ‘I am going to show you the fasrad. Please be seated. On the couch, if you will. Both together.’


Sally sat down expectantly, her cheeks flushed, eyes bright with wonder and bewilderment. Numbly, Ed seated himself beside her. ‘Look,’ he muttered thickly. ‘What the hell is a fasrad? What’s going on? I don’t want to buy anything!’


‘What is your name?’ the robot asked him.


‘Morris.’ He almost choked. ‘Ed Morris.’


The robot turned to Sally. ‘Mrs Morris.’ It bowed slightly. ‘I’m glad to meet you, Mr and Mrs Morris. You are the first persons in your neighborhood to see the fasrad. This is the initial demonstration in this area.’ Its cold eyes swept the room. ‘Mr Morris, you are employed, I assume. Where are you employed?’


‘He works on Ganymede,’ Sally said dutifully, like a little girl in school. ‘For the Terran Metals Development Co.’


The robot digested this information. ‘A fasrad will be of value to you.’ It eyed Sally. ‘What do you do?’


‘I’m a tape transcriber at Histo-Research.’


‘A fasrad will be of no value in your professional work, but it will be helpful here in the home.’ It picked up a table in its powerful steel grippers. ‘For example, sometimes an attractive piece of furniture is damaged by a clumsy guest.’ The robot smashed the table to bits; fragments of wood and plastic rained down. ‘A fasrad is needed.’


Morris leaped helplessly to his feet. He was powerless to halt events; a numbing weight hung over him, as the robot tossed the fragments of table away and selected a heavy floor lamp.


‘Oh dear,’ Sally gasped. ‘That’s my best lamp.’


‘When a fasrad is possessed, there is nothing to fear.’ The robot seized the lamp and twisted it grotesquely. It ripped the shade, smashed the bulbs, then threw away the remnants. ‘A situation of this kind can occur from some violent explosion, such as an H-Bomb.’


‘For God’s sake,’ Morris muttered. ‘We—’


‘An H-Bomb attack may never occur,’ the robot continued, ‘but in such an event a fasrad is indispensable.’ It knelt down and pulled an intricate tube from its waist. Aiming the tube at the floor it atomized a hole five feet in diameter. It stepped back from the yawning pocket. ‘I have not extended this tunnel, but you can see a fasrad would save your life in case of attack.’


The word attack seemed to set off a new train of reactions in its metal brain.


‘Sometimes a thug or hood will attack a person at night,’ it continued. Without warning it whirled and drove its fist through the wall. A section of the wall collapsed in a heap of powder and debris. ‘That takes care of the thug.’ The robot straightened out and peered around the room. ‘Often you are too tired in the evening to manipulate the buttons on the stove.’ It strode into the kitchen and began punching the stove controls; immense quantities of food spilled in all directions.


‘Stop!’ Sally cried. ‘Get away from my stove!’


‘You may be too weary to run water for your bath.’ The robot tripped the controls of the tub and water poured down. ‘Or you may wish to go right to bed.’ It yanked the bed from its concealment and threw it flat. Sally retreated in fright as the robot advanced toward her. ‘Sometimes after a hard day at work you are too tired to remove your clothing. In that event—’


‘Get out of here!’ Morris shouted at it. ‘Sally, run and get the cops. The thing’s gone crazy. Hurry.’


‘The fasrad is a necessity in all modern homes,’ the robot continued. ‘For example, an appliance may break down. The fasrad repairs it instantly.’ It seized the automatic humidity control and tore the wiring and replaced it on the wall. ‘Sometimes you would prefer not to go to work. The fasrad is permitted by law to occupy your position for a consecutive period not to exceed ten days. If, after that period—’


‘Good God,’ Morris said, as understanding finally came. ‘You’re the fasrad.’


‘That’s right,’ the robot agreed. ‘Fully Automatic Self-Regulating Android (Domestic). There is also the fasrac (Construction), the fasram (Managerial), the fasras (Soldier), and the fasrab (Bureaucrat). I am designed for home use.’


‘You—’ Sally gasped. ‘You’re for sale. You’re selling yourself.’


‘I am demonstrating myself,’ the fasrad, the robot, answered. Its impassive metal eyes were fixed intently on Morris as it continued, ‘I am sure, Mr Morris, you would like to own me. I am reasonably priced and fully guaranteed. A full book of instructions is included. I cannot conceive of taking no for an answer.’


At half past twelve, Ed Morris still sat at the foot of the bed, one shoe on, the other in his hand. He gazed vacantly ahead. He said nothing.


‘For heaven’s sake,’ Sally complained. ‘Finish untying that knot and get into bed; you have to be up at five-thirty.’


Morris fooled aimlessly with the shoelace. After a while he dropped the shoe and tugged at the other one. The house was cold and silent. Outside, the dismal night wind whipped and lashed at the cedars that grew along the side of the building. Sally lay curled up beneath the radiant-lens, a cigarette between her lips, enjoying the warmth and half-dozing.


In the living room stood the fasrad. It hadn’t left. It was still there, was waiting for Morris to buy it.


‘Come on!’ Sally said sharply. ‘What’s wrong with you? It fixed all the things it broke; it was just demonstrating itself.’ She sighed drowsily. ‘It certainly gave me a scare. I thought something had gone wrong with it. They certainly had an inspiration, sending it around to sell itself to people.’


Morris said nothing.


Sally rolled over on her stomach and languidly stubbed out her cigarette. ‘That’s not so much, is it? Ten thousand gold units, and if we get our friends to buy one we get a five per cent commission. All we have to do is show it. It isn’t as if we had to sell it. It sells itself.’ She giggled. ‘They always wanted a product that sold itself, didn’t they?’


Morris untied the knot in his shoelace. He slid his shoe back on and tied it tight.


‘What are you doing?’ Sally demanded angrily. ‘You come to bed!’ She sat up furiously, as Morris left the room and moved slowly down the hall. ‘Where are you going?’


In the living room, Morris switched on the light and sat down facing the fasrad. ‘Can you hear me?’ he said.


‘Certainly,’ the fasrad answered. ‘I’m never inoperative. Sometimes an emergency occurs at night: a child is sick or an accident takes place. You have no children as yet, but in the event—’


‘Shut up,’ Morris said, ‘I don’t want to hear you.’


‘You asked me a question. Self-regulating androids are plugged in to a central information exchange. Sometimes a person wishes immediate information; the fasrad is always ready to answer any theoretical or factual inquiry. Anything not metaphysical.’


Morris picked up the book of instructions and thumbed it. The fasrad did thousands of things; it never wore out; it was never at a loss; it couldn’t make a mistake. He threw the book away. ‘I’m not going to buy you,’ he said to it. ‘Never. Not in a million years.’


‘Oh, yes you are,’ the fasrad corrected. ‘This is an opportunity you can’t afford to miss.’ There was calm, metallic confidence in its voice. ‘You can’t turn me down, Mr Morris. A fasrad is an indispensable necessity in the modern home.’


‘Get out of here,’ Morris said evenly. ‘Get out of my house and don’t come back.’


‘I’m not your fasrad to order around. Until you’ve purchased me at the regular list price, I’m responsible only to Self-Regulating Android Inc. Their instructions were to the contrary; I’m to remain with you until you buy me.’


‘Suppose I never buy you?’ Morris demanded, but in his heart ice formed even as he asked. Already he felt the cold terror of the answer that was coming; there could be no other.


‘I’ll continue to remain with you,’ the fasrad said; ‘eventually you’ll buy me.’ It plucked some withered roses from a vase on the mantel and dropped them into its disposal slot. ‘You will see more and more situations in which a fasrad is indispensable. Eventually you’ll wonder how you ever existed without one.’


‘Is there anything you can’t do?’


‘Oh, yes; there’s a great deal I can’t do. But I can do anything you can do—and considerably better.’


Morris let out his breath slowly. ‘I’d be insane to buy you.’


‘You’ve got to buy me,’ the impassive voice answered. The fasrad extended a hollow pipe and began cleaning the carpet. ‘I am useful in all situations. Notice how fluffy and free of dust this rug is.’ It withdrew the pipe and extended another. Morris coughed and staggered quickly away; clouds of white particles billowed out and filled every part of the room.


‘I am spraying for moths,’ the fasrad explained.


The white cloud turned to an ugly blue-black. The room faded into ominous darkness; the fasrad was a dim shape moving methodically about in the center. Presently the cloud lifted and the furniture emerged.


‘I sprayed for harmful bacteria,’ the fasrad said.


It painted the walls of the room and constructed new furniture to go with them. It reinforced the ceiling in the bathroom. It increased the number of heat-vents from the furnace. It put in new electrical wiring. It tore out all the fixtures in the kitchen and assembled more modern ones. It examined Morris’ financial accounts and computed his income tax for the following year. It sharpened all the pencils; it caught hold of his wrist and quickly diagnosed his high blood-pressure as psychosomatic.


‘You’ll feel better after you’ve turned responsibility over to me,’ it explained. It threw out some old soup Sally had been saving. ‘Danger of botulism,’ it told him. ‘Your wife is sexually attractive, but not capable of a high order of intellectualization.’


Morris went to the closet and got his coat.


‘Where are you going?’ the fasrad asked.


‘To the office.’


‘At this time of night?’


Morris glanced briefly into the bedroom. Sally was sound asleep under the soothing radiant-lens. Her slim body was rosy pink and healthy, her face free of worry. He closed the front door and hurried down the steps into the darkness. Cold night wind slashed at him as he approached the parking lot. His little commute ship was parked with hundreds of others; a quarter sent the attendant robot obediently after it.


In ten minutes he was on his way to Ganymede.


The fasrad boarded his ship when he stopped at Mars to refuel.


‘Apparently you don’t understand,’ the fasrad said. ‘My instructions are to demonstrate myself until you’re satisfied. As yet, you’re not wholly convinced; further demonstration is necessary.’ It passed an intricate web over the controls of the ship until all the dials and meters were in adjustment. ‘You should have more frequent servicing.’


It retired to the rear to examine the drive jets. Morris numbly signalled the attendant, and the ship was released from the fuel pumps. He gained speed and the small sandy planet fell behind. Ahead, Jupiter loomed.


‘Your jets aren’t in good repair,’ the fasrad said, emerging from the rear. ‘I don’t like that knock to the main brake drive. As soon as you land I’ll make extensive repair.’


‘The Company doesn’t mind your doing favors for me?’ Morris asked, with bitter sarcasm.


‘The Company considers me your fasrad. An invoice will be mailed to you at the end of the month.’ The robot whipped out a pen and a pad of forms. ‘I’ll explain the four easy-payment plans. Ten thousand gold units cash means a three per cent discount. In addition, a number of household items may be traded in—items you won’t have further need for. If you wish to divide the purchase in four parts, the first is due at once, and the last in ninety days.’


‘I always pay cash,’ Morris muttered. He was carefully resetting the route positions on the control board.


‘There’s no carrying charge for the ninety-day plan. For the six- month plan there’s a six per cent annum charge which will amount to approximately—’ It broke off. ‘We’ve changed course.’


‘That’s right.’


‘We’ve left the official traffic lane.’ The fasrad stuck its pen and pad away and hurried to the control board. ‘What are you doing? There’s a two-unit fine for this.’


Morris ignored it. He hung on grimly to the controls and kept his eyes on the viewscreen. The ship was gaining speed rapidly. Warning buoys sounded angrily as he shot past them and into the bleak darkness of space beyond. In a few seconds they had left all traffic behind. They were alone, shooting rapidly away from Jupiter, out into deep space.


The fasrad computed the trajectory. ‘We’re moving out of the solar system. Toward Centaurus.’


‘You guessed it.’


‘Hadn’t you better call your wife?’


Morris grunted and notched the drive bar farther up. The ship bucked and pitched, then managed to right itself. The jets began to whine ominously. Indicators showed the main turbines were beginning to heat. He ignored them and threw on the emergency fuel supply.


‘I’ll call Mrs Morris,’ the fasrad offered. ‘We’ll be beyond range in a short while.’


‘Don’t bother.’


‘She’ll worry.’ The fasrad hurried to the back and examined the jets again. It popped back into the cabin buzzing with alarm. ‘Mr Morris, this ship is not equipped for inter-system travel. It’s a Class D four-shaft domestic model for home consumption only. It was never made to stand this velocity.’


‘To get to Proxima,’ Morris answered, ‘we need this velocity.’


The fasrad connected its power cables to the control board. ‘I can take some of the strain off the wiring system. But unless you rev her back to normal I can’t be responsible for the deterioration of the jets.’


‘The hell with the jets.’


The fasrad was silent. It was listening intently to the growing whine under them. The whole ship shuddered violently. Bits of paint drifted down. The floor was hot from the grinding shafts. Morris’ foot stayed on the throttle. The ship gained more velocity as Sol fell behind. They were out of the charted area. Sol receded rapidly.


‘It’s too late to vid your wife,’ the fasrad said. ‘There are three emergency-rockets in the stern; if you want, I’ll fire them off in the hope of attracting a passing military transport.’


‘Why?’


‘They can take us in tow and return us to the Sol system. There’s a six hundred gold unit fine, but under the circumstances it seems to me the best policy.’


Morris turned his back to the fasrad and jammed down the throttle with all his weight. The whine had grown to a violent roar. Instruments smashed and cracked. Fuses blew up and down the board. The lights dimmed, faded, then reluctantly came back.


‘Mr Morris,’ the fasrad said, ‘you must prepare for death. The statistical probabilities of turbine explosion are seventy–thirty. I’ll do what I can, but the danger-point has already passed.’


Morris returned to the viewscreen. For a time he gazed hungrily up at the growing dot that was the twin star Centaurus. ‘They look all right, don’t they? Prox is the important one. Twenty planets.’ He examined the wildly fluttering instruments. ‘How are the jets holding up? I can’t tell from these; most of them are burned out.’


The fasrad hesitated. It started to speak, then changed its mind. ‘I’ll go back and examine them,’ it said. It moved to the rear of the ship and disappeared down the short ramp into the thundering, vibrating engine chamber.


Morris leaned over and put out his cigarette. He waited a moment longer, then reached out and yanked the drives full up, the last possible notch on the board.


The explosion tore the ship in half. Sections of hull hurtled around him. He was lifted weightless and slammed into the control board. Metal and plastic rained down on him. Flashing incandescent points winked, faded, and finally died into silence, and there was nothing but cold ash.


The dull swish-swish of emergency air-pumps brought consciousness back. He was pinned under the wreckage of the control board; one arm was broken and bent under him. He tried to move his legs but there was no sensation below his waist.


The splintered debris that had been his ship was still hurling toward Centaurus. Hull-sealing equipment was feebly trying to patch the gaping holes. Automatic temperature and grav feeds were thumping spasmodically from self-contained batteries. In the viewscreen the vast flaming bulk of the twin suns grew quietly, inexorably.


He was glad. In the silence of the ruined ship he lay buried beneath the debris, gratefully watching the growing bulk. It was a beautiful sight. He had wanted to see it for a long time. There it was, coming closer each moment. In a day or two the ship would plunge into the fiery mass and be consumed. But he could enjoy this interval; there was nothing to disturb his happiness.


He thought about Sally, sound asleep under the radiant-lens. Would Sally have liked Proxima? Probably not. Probably she would have wanted to go back home as soon as possible. This was something he had to enjoy alone. This was for him only. A vast peace descended over him. He could lie here without stirring, and the flaming magnificence would come nearer and nearer …


A sound. From the heaps of fused wreckage something was rising. A twisted, dented shape dimly visible in the flickering glare of the viewscreen. Morris managed to turn his head.


The fasrad staggered to a standing position. Most of its trunk was gone, smashed and broken away. It tottered, then pitched forward on its face with a grinding crash. Slowly it inched its way toward him, then settled to a dismal halt a few feet off. Gears whirred creakily. Relays popped open and shut. Vague, aimless life animated its devastated hulk.


‘Good evening,’ its shrill, metallic voice grated.


Morris screamed. He tried to move his body but the ruined beams held him tight. He shrieked and shouted and tried to crawl away from it. He spat and wailed and wept.


‘I would like to show you a fasrad,’ the metallic voice continued. ‘Would you call your wife, please? I would like to show her a fasrad, too.’


‘Get away!’ Morris screamed. ‘Get away from me!’


‘Good evening,’ the fasrad continued, like a broken tape. ‘Good evening. Please be seated. I am happy to meet you. What is your name? Thank you. You are the first persons in your neighborhood to see the fasrad. Where are you employed?’


Its dead eye-lenses gaped at him empty and vacant.


‘Please be seated,’ it said again. ‘This will take only a second. Only a second. This demonstration will take only a—’





SHELL GAME



A sound awoke O’Keefe instantly. He threw back his covers, slid from the cot, grabbed his B-pistol from the wall and, with his foot, smashed the alarm box. High frequency waves tripped emergency bells throughout the camp. As O’Keefe burst from his house, lights already flickered on every side.


‘Where?’ Fisher demanded shrilly. He appeared beside O’Keefe, still in his pajamas, grubby-faced with sleep.


‘Over to the right.’ O’Keefe leaped aside for a massive cannon being rolled from its underground storage-chambers. Soldiers were appearing among the night-clad figures. To the right lay the black bog of mists and obese foliage, ferns and pulpy onions, sunk in the half-liquid ooze that made up the surface of Betelgeuse II. Nocturnal phosphorescence danced and flitted over the bog, ghostly yellow lights snapped in the thick darkness.


‘I figure,’ Horstokowski said, ‘they came in close to the road, but not actually on it. There’s a shoulder fifty feet on each side, where the bog has piled up. That’s why our radar’s silent.’


An immense mechanical fusing ‘bug’ was eating its way into the mud and shifting water of the bog, leaving behind a trail of hard, smoked surface. The vegetation and the rotting roots and dead leaves were sucked up and efficiently cleared away.


‘What did you see?’ Portbane asked O’Keefe.


‘I didn’t see anything. I was sound asleep. But I heard them.’


‘Doing what?’


‘They were getting ready to pump nerve gas into my house. I heard them unreeling the hose from portable drums and uncapping the pressure tanks. But, by God, I was out of the house before they could get the joints leak-tight!’


Daniels hurried up. ‘You say it’s a gas attack?’ He fumbled for the gas mask at his belt. ‘Don’t stand there—get your masks on!’


‘They didn’t get their equipment going,’ Silberman said. ‘O’Keefe gave the alarm in time. They retreated back to the bog.’


‘You’re sure?’ Daniels demanded.


‘You don’t smell anything, do you?’


‘No,’ Daniels admitted. ‘But the odorless type is the most deadly. And you don’t know you’ve been gassed till it’s too late.’ He put on his gas mask, just to be sure.


A few women appeared by the rows of houses—slim, large-eyed shapes in the flickering glare of the emergency searchlights. Some children crept cautiously after them.


Silberman and Horstokowski moved over in the shadows by the heavy cannon.


‘Interesting,’ Horstokowski said. ‘Third gas attack this month. Plus two tries to wire bomb terminals within the camp site. They’re stepping it up.’


‘You have it all figured out, don’t you?’


‘I don’t have to wait for the composite to see we’re getting it heavier all the time.’ Horstokowski peered warily around, then pulled Silberman close. ‘Maybe there’s a reason why the radar screen didn’t react. It’s supposed to get everything, even knocker-bats.’


‘But if they came in along the shoulder, like you said—’


‘I just said that as a plant. There’s somebody waving them in, setting up interference for the radar.’


‘You mean one of us?’


Horstokowski was intently watching Fisher through the moist night gloom. Fisher had moved carefully to the edge of the road, where the hard surface ended and the slimy, scorched bog began. He was squatting down and rooting in the ooze.


‘What’s he doing?’ Horstokowski demanded.


‘Picking up something,’ Silberman said indifferently. ‘Why not? He’s supposed to be looking around, isn’t he?’


‘Watch,’ Horstokowski warned. ‘When he comes back, he’s going to pretend nothing happened.’


Presently, Fisher returned, walking rapidly and rubbing the muck from his hands.


Horstokowski intercepted him. ‘What’d you find?’


‘Me?’ Fisher blinked. ‘I didn’t find anything.’


‘Don’t kid me! You were down on your hands and knees, grubbing in the bog.’


‘I—thought I saw something metal, that’s all.’


A vast inner excitement radiated through Horstokowski. He had been right.


‘Come on!’ he shouted. ‘What’d you find?’


‘I thought it was a gas pipe,’ Fisher muttered. ‘But it was only a root. A big, wet root.’


There was a tense silence.


‘Search him,’ Portbane ordered.


Two soldiers grabbed Fisher. Silberman and Daniels quickly searched him.


They spilled out his belt pistol, knife, emergency whistle, automatic relay checker, Geiger counter, pulse tab, medical kit and identification papers. There was nothing else.


The soldiers let him go, disappointed, and Fisher sullenly collected his things.


‘No, he didn’t find anything,’ Portbane stated. ‘Sorry, Fisher. We have to be careful. We have to watch all the time, as long as they’re out there, plotting and conspiring against us.’


Silberman and Horstokowski exchanged glances, then moved quietly away.


‘I think I get it,’ Silberman said softly.


‘Sure,’ Horstokowski answered. ‘He hid something. We’ll dig up that section of bog he was poking around in. I think maybe we’ll find something interesting.’ He hunched his shoulders combatively. ‘I knew somebody was working for them, here in the camp. A spy for Terra.’


Silberman started. ‘Terra? Is that who’s attacking us?’


‘Of course that’s who.’


There was a puzzled look on Silberman’s face.


‘Seemed to me we’re fighting somebody else.’


Horstokowski was outraged.


‘For instance?’


Silberman shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I didn’t think about who so much as what to do about it. I guess I just took it for granted they were aliens.’


‘And what do you think those Terran monkey men are?’ Horstokowski challenged.


The weekly Pattern Conference brought together the nine leaders of the camp in their reinforced underground conference chamber. Armed guards protected the entrance, which was sealed tight as soon as the last leader had been examined, checked over and finally passed.


Domgraf-Schwach, the conference chairman, sat attentively in his deep chair, one hand on the Pattern composite, the other on the switch that could instantly catapult him from the room and into a special compartment, safe from attack. Portbane was making his routine inspection of the chamber, examining each chair and desk for scanning eyes. Daniels sat with eyes fixed on his Geiger counter. Silberman was completely encased in an elaborate steel and plastic suit, configured with wiring, from which continual whirrings came.


‘What in God’s name is that suit of armor?’ Domgraf-Schwach asked angrily. ‘Take it off so we can see you.’


‘Nuts to you,’ Silberman snapped, his voice muted by his intricate hull. ‘I’m wearing this from now on. Last night, somebody tried to jab me with bacteria-impregnated needles.’


Lanoir, who was half-dozing at his place, came alive. ‘Bacteria-impregnated needles?’ He leaped up and hurried over to Silberman. ‘Let me ask you if—’


‘Keep away from me!’ Silberman shouted. ‘If you come any closer, I’ll electrocute you!’


‘The attempt I reported last week,’ Lanoir panted excitedly, ‘when they tried to poison the water supply with metallic salts. It occurred to me their next method would be bacterial wastes, filterable virus we couldn’t detect until actual outbreak of disease.’ From his pocket, he yanked a bottle and shook out a handful of white capsules. One after another, he popped the capsules into his mouth.


Every man in the room was protected in some fashion. Each chose whatever apparatus conformed to his individual experience. But the totality of defense-systems was integrated in the general Pattern planning. The only man who didn’t seem busy with a device was Tate. He sat pale and tense, but otherwise unoccupied. Domgraf-Schwach made a mental note—Tate’s confidence-level was unusually high. It suggested he somehow felt safe from attack.


‘No talking,’ Domgraf-Schwach said. ‘Time to start.’


He had been chosen as chairman by the turn of a wheel. There was no possibility of subversion under such a system. In an isolated, autonomous colony of sixty men and fifty women, such a random method was necessary.


‘Daniels will read the week’s Pattern composite,’ DomgrafSchwach ordered.


‘Why?’ Portbane demanded bluntly. ‘We were the ones who put it together. We all know what’s in it.’


‘For the same reason it’s always read,’ Silberman answered. ‘So we’ll know it wasn’t tampered with.’


‘Just the summation!’ Horstokowski said loudly. ‘I don’t want to stay down here in this vault any longer than I have to.’


‘Afraid somebody’ll fill up the passage?’ Daniels jeered. ‘There are half a dozen emergency escape exits. You ought to know—you insisted on every one of them.’


‘Read the summation,’ Lanoir demanded.


Daniels cleared his throat. ‘During the last seven days, there were eleven overt attacks in all. The main attack was on our new class-A bridge network, which was sabotaged and wrecked. The struts were weakened and the plastic mix that served as base material was diluted, so that when the very first convoy of trucks passed over it, the whole thing collapsed.’


‘We know that,’ Portbane said gloomily.


‘Loss consisted of six lives and considerable equipment. Troops scoured the area for a whole day, but the saboteurs managed to escape. Shortly after this attack, it was discovered that the water supply was poisoned with metallic salts. The wells were therefore filled and new ones drilled. Now all our water passes through filter and analysis systems.’


‘I boil mine,’ Lanoir added feelingly.


‘It’s agreed by everyone that the frequency and severity of attacks have been stepped up.’ Daniels indicated the massive wall charts and graphs. ‘Without our bomb-proof screen and our constant direction network, we’d be overwhelmed tonight. The real question is—who are our attackers?’


‘Terrans,’ Horstokowski said.


Tate shook his head. ‘Terrans, hell! What would monkey men be doing out this far?’


‘We’re out this far, aren’t we?’ Lanoir retorted. ‘And we were Terrans once.’


‘Never!’ Fisher shouted. ‘Maybe we lived on Terra, but we aren’t Terrans. We’re a superior mutant race.’


‘Then who are they?’ Horstokowski insisted.


‘They’re other survivors from the ship,’ Tate said.


‘How do you know?’ asked Silberman. ‘Have you ever seen them?’


‘We salvaged no lifeboats, remember? They must have blasted off in them.’


‘If they were isolated survivors,’ O’Keefe objected, ‘they wouldn’t have the equipment and weapons and machines they’re using. They’re a trained, integrated force. We haven’t been able to defeat them or even kill any of them in five years. That certainly shows their strength.’


‘We haven’t tried to defeat them,’ Fisher said. ‘We’ve only tried to defend ourselves.’


A sudden tense silence fell over the nine men.


‘You mean the ship,’ Horstokowski said.


‘It’ll be up out of the bog soon,’ Tate replied. ‘And then we’ll have something to show them—something they’ll remember.’


‘Good God!’ Lanoir exclaimed, disgusted. ‘The ship’s a wreck—the meteor completely smashed it. What happens when we do get it up? We can’t operate it unless we can completely rebuild it.’


‘If the monkey men could build the thing,’ Portbane said, ‘we can repair it. We have the tools and machinery.’


‘And we’ve finally located the control cabin,’ O’Keefe pointed out. ‘I see no reason why we can’t raise it.’


There was an abrupt change of expression on Lanoir’s face. ‘All right, I withdraw my objections. Let’s get it up.’


‘What’s your motive?’ Daniels yelled excitedly. ‘You’re trying to put something over on us!’


‘He’s planning something,’ Fisher furiously agreed. ‘Don’t listen to him. Leave the damn thing down there!’


‘Too late for that,’ O’Keefe said. ‘It’s been rising for weeks.’


‘You’re in with him!’ Daniels screeched. ‘Something’s being put over on us.’


The ship was a dripping, corroded ruin. Slime poured from it as the magnetic grapples dragged it from the bog and onto the hard surface that the fusing bugs had laid down.


The bugs burned a hard track through the bog, out to the control cabin. While the lift suspended the cabin, heavy reinforced plastic beams were slid under it. Tangled weeds, matted like ancient hair, covered the globular cabin in the midday sun, the first light that had struck it in five years.


‘In you go,’ Domgraf-Schwach said eagerly.


Portbane and Lanoir advanced over the fused surface to the moored control cabin. Their handlights flashed ominously yellow around the steaming walls and encrusted controls. Livid eels twisted and convulsed in the thick pools underfoot. The cabin was a smashed, twisted ruin. Lanoir, who was first, motioned Portbane impatiently after him.


‘You look at these controls—you’re the engineer.’


Portbane set down his light on a sloping heap of rusted metal and sloshed through the knee-deep rubbish to the demolished control panel. It was a maze of fused, buckled machinery. He squatted down in front of it and began tearing away the pitted guard-plates.


Lanoir pushed open a supply closet and brought down metal-packed audio and video tapes. He eagerly spilled open a can of the video and held a handful of frames to the flickering light. ‘Here’s the ship’s data. Now I’ll be able to prove there was nobody but us aboard.’


O’Keefe appeared at the jagged doorway. ‘How’s it coming?’


Lanoir elbowed past him and out on the support boards. He deposited a load of tape-cans and returned to the drenched cabin. ‘Find anything on the controls?’ he asked Portbane.


‘Strange,’ Portbane murmured.


‘What’s the matter?’ Tate demanded. ‘Too badly wrecked?’


‘There are lots of wires and relays. Plenty of meters and power circuits and switches. But no controls to operate them.’


Lanoir hurried over. ‘There must be!’


‘For repairs, you have to remove all these plates—practically dismantle the works to even see them. Nobody could sit here and control the ship. There’s nothing but a smooth, sealed shell.’


‘Maybe this wasn’t the control cabin,’ Fisher offered.


‘This is the steering mechanism—no doubt about that.’ Portbane pulled out a heap of charred wiring. ‘But all this was self-contained. They’re robot controls. Automatic.’


They looked at each other.


‘Then we were prisoners,’ Tate said, dazed.


‘Whose?’ Fisher asked baffledly.


‘The Terrans!’ Lanoir said.


‘I don’t get it,’ Fisher muttered vaguely. ‘We planned the whole flight—didn’t we? We broke out of Ganymede and got away.’


‘Get the tapes going,’ Portbane said to Lanoir. ‘Let’s see what’s in them.’


Daniels snapped the vidtape scanner off and raised the light.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘you saw for yourselves this was a hospital ship. It carried no crew. It was directed from a central guide-beam at Jupiter. The beam carried it from the Sol System here, where, because of a mechanical error, a meteor penetrated the protection screen and the ship crashed.’


‘And if it hadn’t crashed?’ Domgraf-Schwach asked faintly.


‘Then we would have been taken to the main hospital at Fomalhaut IV.’


‘Play the last tape again,’ Tate urged.


The wall-speaker spluttered and then said smoothly: ‘The distinction between paranoids and paranoiac syndromes in other psychotic personality disorders must be borne in mind when dealing with these patients. The paranoid retains his general personality structure unimpaired. Outside of the region of his complex, he is logical, rational, even brilliant. He can be talked to—he can discuss himself—he is aware of his surroundings.


‘The paranoid differs from other psychotics in that he remains actively oriented to the outside world. He differs from so-called normal personality types in that he has a set of fixed ideas, false postulates from which he has relentlessly constructed an elaborate system of beliefs, logical and consistent with these false postulates.’


Shakily, Daniels interrupted the tape. ‘These tapes were for the hospital authorities on Fomalhaut IV. Locked in a supply closet in the control cabin. The control cabin itself was sealed off from the rest of the ship. None of us was able to enter it.’


‘The paranoid is totally rigid,’ the calm voice of the Terran doctor continued. ‘His fixed ideas cannot be shaken. They dominate his life. He logically weaves all events, all persons, all chance remarks and happenings, into his system. He is convinced the world is plotting against him—that he is a person of unusual importance and ability against whom endless machinations are directed. To thwart these plots, the paranoid goes to infinite lengths to protect himself. He repeatedly vidtapes the authorities, constantly moves from place to place and, in the dangerous final phases, may even become—’


Silberman snapped it off savagely and the chamber was silent. The nine leaders of the camp sat unmoving in their places.


‘We’re a bunch of nuts,’ Tate said finally. ‘A shipload of psychos who got wrecked by a chance meteor.’


‘Don’t kid yourself,’ Horstokowski snapped. ‘There wasn’t anything chance about that meteor.’


Fisher giggled hysterically. ‘More paranoid talk. Good God, all these attacks—hallucinations—all in our minds!’


Lanoir poked vaguely at the pile of tape. ‘What are we to believe? Are there any attackers?’


‘We’ve been defending ourselves against them for five years!’ Portbane retorted. ‘Isn’t that proof enough?’


‘Have you ever seen them?’ Fisher asked slyly.


‘We’re up against the best agents in the Galaxy. Terran shock troops and military spies, carefully trained in subversion and sabotage. They’re too clever to show themselves.’


‘They wrecked the bridge-system,’ O’Keefe said. ‘It’s true we didn’t see them, but the bridge is sure as hell in ruins.’


‘Maybe it was badly built,’ Fisher pointed out. ‘Maybe it just collapsed.’


‘Things don’t “just collapse”! There’s a reason for all these things that have been happening.’


‘Like what?’ Tate demanded.


‘Weekly poison gas attacks,’ Portbane said. ‘Metallic wastes in the water supply, to name only two.’


‘And bacteriological crystals,’ Daniels added.


‘Maybe none of these things exist,’ Lanoir argued. ‘But how are we to prove it? If we’re all insane, how would we know?’


‘There are over a hundred of us,’ Domgraf-Schwach said. ‘We’ve all experienced these attacks. Isn’t that proof enough?’


‘A myth can be picked up by a whole society, believed and taught to the next generation. Gods, fairies, witches—believing a thing doesn’t make it true. For centuries, Terrans believed the Earth was flat.’


‘If all foot-rulers grow to thirteen inches,’ Fisher asked, ‘how would anybody know? One of them would have to stay twelve inches long, a nonvariable, a constant. We’re a bunch of inaccurate rulers, each thirteen inches long. We need one nonparanoid for comparison.’


‘Or maybe this is all part of their strategy,’ Silberman said. ‘Maybe they rigged up that control cabin and planted those tapes there.’


‘This ought to be no different from trying to test any belief,’ Portbane explained. ‘What’s the characteristic of a scientific test?’


‘It can be duplicated,’ Fisher said promptly. ‘Look, we’re going around in circles. We’re trying to measure ourselves. You can’t take your ruler, either twelve inches or thirteen inches long, and ask it to measure itself. No instrument can test its own accuracy.’


‘Wrong,’ Portbane answered calmly. ‘I can put together a valid, objective test.’


‘There’s no such test!’ Tate shouted excitedly.


‘There sure as hell is. And inside of a week, I’ll have it set up.’


‘Gas!’ the soldier shouted. On all sides, sirens wailed into life. Women and children scrambled for their masks. Heavy-duty cannon rumbled up from subsurface chambers and took up positions. Along the perimeter of the bog, the fusing bugs were searing away a ribbon of muck. Searchlights played out into the fern-thick darkness.


Portbane snapped off the cock of the steel tank and signaled the workmen. The tank was rolled quickly away from the sea of mud and seared weeds.


‘All right,’ Portbane gasped. ‘Get it below.’


He emerged in the subsurface chamber as the cylinder was being rolled into position.


‘That cylinder,’ Portbane said, ‘should contain hydrocyanic vapor. It’s a sampling made at the site of the attack.’


‘This is useless,’ Fisher complained. ‘They’re attacking and here we stand!’


Portbane signaled the workmen and they began laying out the test apparatus. ‘There will be two samples, precipitates of different vapors, each clearly marked and labeled A and B. One comes from the cylinder filled at the scene of the attack. The other is condensed from air taken out of this room.’


‘Suppose we describe both as negative?’ Silberman asked worriedly. ‘Won’t that throw your test off?’


‘Then we’ll take more tests. After a couple of months, if we still haven’t got anything but negative findings, then the attack hypothesis is destroyed.’


‘We may see both as positive,’ Tate said, perplexed.


‘In that case, we’re dead right now. If we see both samples as positive, I think the case for the paranoid hypothesis has been proved.’


After a moment, Domgraf-Schwach reluctantly agreed. ‘One is the control. If we maintain that it isn’t possible to get a control sample that is free of hydrocyanic acid …’


‘Pretty damn slick,’ O’Keefe admitted. ‘You start from the one known factor—our own existence. We can’t very well doubt that.’


‘Here are all the choices,’ Portbane said. ‘Both positive means we’re psychotic. Both negative means either the attack was a false alarm or there are no attackers. One positive and one negative would indicate there are real attackers, that we’re fully sane and rational.’ He glanced around at the camp leads. ‘But we’ll all have to agree which sample is which.’


‘Our reactions will be recorded secretly?’ Tate asked.


‘Tabulated and punched by the mechanical eye. Tallied by machinery. Each of us will make an individual discrimination.’


After a pause, Fisher said, ‘I’ll try it.’ He came forward, leaned over the colorimeter and studied the two samples intently. He alternated them for a time and then firmly grabbed the check-stylus.


‘You’re sure?’ Domgraf-Schwach asked. ‘You really know which is the negative control sample?’


‘I know.’ Fisher noted his findings on the punch sheet and moved away.


‘I’m next,’ Tate said, impatiently pushing up. ‘Let’s get this over with.’


One by one, the men examined the two samples, recorded their findings, and then moved off to stand waiting uneasily.


‘All right,’ Portbane said finally. ‘I’m the last one.’ He peered down briefly, scribbled his results, then pushed the equipment away. ‘Give me the readings,’ he told the workmen by the scanner.


A moment later, the findings were flashed up for everyone to see.





	Fisher
	A




	Tate
	A




	O’Keefe
	B




	Horstokowski
	B




	Silberman
	B




	Daniels
	B




	Portbane
	A




	Domgraf-Schwach
	B




	Lanoir
	A






‘I’ll be damned,’ Silberman said softly. ‘As simple as that. We’re paranoids.’


‘You cluck!’ Tate shouted at Horstokowski. ‘It was A, not B! How the hell could you get it wrong?’


‘B was as bright as a searchlight!’ Domgraf-Schwach answered furiously. ‘A was completely colorless!’


O’Keefe pushed forward. ‘Which was it, Portbane? Which was the positive sample?’


‘I don’t know,’ Portbane confessed. ‘How could any of us be sure?’


The buzzer on Domgraf-Schwach’s desk clicked and he snapped on the vidscreen.


The face of a soldier-operator appeared. ‘The attack’s over, sir. We drove them away.’


Domgraf-Schwach smiled ironically. ‘Catch any of them?’


‘No, sir. They slipped back into the bog. I think we hit a couple, though. We’ll go out tomorrow and try to find the corpses.’


‘You think you’ll find them?’


‘Well, the bog usually swallows them up. But maybe this time—’


‘All right,’ Domgraf-Schwach interrupted. ‘If this turns out to be an exception, let me know.’ He broke the circuit.


‘Now what?’ Daniels inquired icily.


‘There’s no point in continuing work on the ship,’ O’Keefe said. ‘Why waste our time bombing empty bogs?’


‘I suggest we keep working on the ship,’ Tate contradicted.


‘Why?’ O’Keefe asked.


‘So we can head for Fomalhaut and give ourselves up to the hospital station.’


Silberman stared at him incredulously. ‘Turn ourselves in? Why not stay here? We’re not harming anybody.’


‘No, not yet. It’s the future I’m thinking of, centuries from now.’


‘We’ll be dead.’


‘Those of us in this room, sure, but what about our descendants?’


‘He’s right,’ Lanoir conceded. ‘Eventually our descendants will fill this whole solar system. Sooner or later, our ships might spread over the Galaxy.’ He tried to smile, but his muscles would not respond. ‘The tapes point out how tenacious paranoids are. They cling fanatically to their fixed beliefs. If our descendants expand into Terran regions, there’ll be a fight and we might win because we’re more one-track. We would never deviate.’


‘Fanatics,’ Daniels whispered.


‘We’ll have to keep this information from the rest of the camp,’ O’Keefe said.


‘Absolutely,’ Fisher agreed. ‘We’ll have to keep them thinking the ship is for H-bomb attacks. Otherwise, we’ll have one hell of a situation on our hands.’


They began moving numbly toward the sealed door.


‘Wait a minute,’ Domgraf-Schwach said urgently. ‘The two work-men.’ He started back, while some of them went out into the corridor, the rest back toward their seats.


And then it happened.


Silberman fired first. Fisher screamed as half of him vanished in swirling particles of radioactive ash. Silberman dropped to one knee and fired up at Tate. Tate leaped back and brought out his own B-pistol. Daniels stepped from the path of Lanoir’s beam. It missed him and struck the first row of seats.


Lanoir calmly crept along the wall through the billowing clouds of smoke. A figure loomed ahead; he raised his gun and fired. The figure fell to one side and fired back. Lanoir staggered and collapsed like a deflated balloon and Silberman hurried on.


At his desk, Domgraf-Schwach was groping wildly for his escape button. His fingers touched it, but as he depressed the stud, a blast from Portbane’s pistol removed the top of his head. The lifeless corpse stood momentarily, then was whisked to ‘safety’ by the intricate apparatus beneath the desk.


‘This way!’ Portbane shouted, above the sizzle of the B-blasts. ‘Come on, Tate!’


Various beams were turned in his direction. Half the chamber burst apart and thundered down, disintegrating into rubble and flaming debris. He and Tate scrambled for one of the emergency exits. Behind them, the others hurried, firing savagely.


Horstokowski found the exit and slid past the jammed lock. He fired as the two figures raced up the passage ahead of him. One of them stumbled, but the other grabbed at him and they hobbled off together. Daniels was a better shot. As Tate and Portbane emerged on the surface, one of Daniels’ blasts undercut the taller of the two.


Portbane continued running a little way, and then silently pitched face-forward against the side of a plastic house, a gloomy square of opaque blackness against the night sky.


‘Where’d they go?’ Silberman demanded hoarsely, as he appeared at the mouth of the passage. His right arm had been torn away by Lanoir’s blast. The stump was seared hard.


‘I got one of them.’ Daniels and O’Keefe approached the inert figure warily. ‘It’s Portbane. That leaves Tate. We got three of the four. Not bad, on such short notice.’


‘Tate’s damn smart,’ Silberman panted. ‘I think he suspected.’


He scanned the darkness around them. Soldiers, returning from the gas attack, came hurrying up. Searchlights rumbled toward the scene of the shooting. Off in the distance, sirens wailed.


‘Which way did he go?’ Daniels asked.


‘Over toward the bog.’


O’Keefe moved cautiously along the narrow street. The others came slowly behind.


‘You were the first to realize,’ Horstokowski said to Silberman. ‘For a while, I believed the test. Then I realized we were being tricked—the four of them were plotting in unison.’


‘I didn’t expect four of them,’ Silberman admitted. ‘I knew there was at least one Terran spy among us. But Lanoir …’


‘I always knew Lanoir was a Terran agent,’ O’Keefe declared flatly. ‘I wasn’t surprised at the test results. They gave themselves away by faking their findings.’


Silberman waved over a group of soldiers. ‘Have Tate picked up and brought here. He’s somewhere at the periphery of the camp.’


The soldiers hurried away, dazed and muttering. Alarm bells dinned shrilly on all sides. Figures scampered back and forth. Like a disturbed ant colony, the whole camp was alive with excitement.


‘In other words,’ Daniels said, ‘the four of them really saw the same as we. They saw B as the positive sample, but they put down A instead.’


‘They knew we’d put down B,’ O’Keefe said, ‘since B was the positive sample taken from the attack site. All they had to do was record the opposite. The results seemed to substantiate Lanoir’s paranoid theory, which was why Portbane set up the test in the first place. It was planned a long time ago—part of their overall job.’


‘Lanoir dug up the tapes in the first place!’ Daniels exclaimed. ‘Fisher and he planted them down in the ruins of the ship. Portbane got us to accept his testing device.’


‘What were they trying to do?’ Silberman asked suddenly. ‘Why were they trying to convince us we’re paranoids?’


‘Isn’t it obvious?’ O’Keefe replied. ‘They wanted us to turn ourselves in. The Terran monkey men naturally are trying to choke off the race that’s going to supplant them. We won’t surrender, of course. The four of them were clever—they almost had me convinced. When the results flashed up five to four, I had a momentary doubt. But then I realized what an intricate strategy they had worked out.’


Horstokowski examined his B-pistol. ‘I’d like to get hold of Tate and wring the whole story from him, the whole damn account of their planning, so we’d have it in black and white.’


‘You’re still not convinced?’ Daniels inquired.


‘Of course. But I’d like to hear him admit it.’


‘I doubt if we’ll see Tate again,’ O’Keefe said. ‘He must have reached the Terran lines by now. He’s probably sitting in a big inter-system military transport, giving his story to gold-braid Terran officials. I’ll bet they’re moving up heavy guns and shock troops while we stand here.’


‘We’d better get busy,’ Daniels said sharply. ‘We’ll repair the ship and load it with H-bombs. After we wipe out their bases here, we’ll carry the war to them. A few raids on the Sol System ought to teach them to leave us alone.’


Horstokowski grinned. ‘It’ll be an uphill fight—we’re alone against a whole galaxy. But I think we’ll take care of them. One of us is worth a million Terran monkey men.’


Tate lay trembling in the dark tangle of weeds. Dripping black stalks of nocturnal vegetables clutched and stirred around him. Poisonous night insects slithered across the surface of the fetid bog.


He was covered with slime. His clothing was torn and ripped. Somewhere along the way, he had lost his B-pistol. His right shoulder ached; he could hardly move his arm. Bones broken, probably. He was too numb and dazed to care. He lay facedown in the sticky muck and closed his eyes.


He didn’t have a chance. Nobody survived in the bogs. He feebly smashed an insect oozing across his neck. It squirmed in his hand and then, reluctantly, died. For a long time, its dead legs kicked.


The probing stalk of a stinging snail began tracing webs across Tate’s inert body. As the sticky pressure of the snail crept heavily onto him, he heard the first faint far-off sounds of the camp going into action. For a time, it meant nothing to him. Then he understood—and shuddered miserably, helplessly.


The first phase of the big offensive against Earth was already moving into high gear.





UPON THE DULL EARTH



Silvia ran laughing through the night brightness, between the roses and cosmos and Shasta daisies, down the gravel path and beyond the heaps of sweet-tasting grass swept from the lawns. Stars, caught in pools of water, glittered everywhere, as she brushed through them to the slope beyond the brick wall. Cedars supported the sky and ignored the slim shape squeezing past, her brown hair flying, her eyes flashing.


‘Wait for me,’ Rick complained, as he cautiously threaded his way after her, along the half familiar path. Silvia danced on without stopping. ‘Slow down!’ he shouted angrily.


‘Can’t—we’re late.’ Without warning, Silvia appeared in front of him, blocking the path. ‘Empty your pockets,’ she gasped, her gray eyes sparkling. ‘Throw away all metal. You know they can’t stand metal.’


Rick searched his pockets. In his overcoat were two dimes and a fifty-cent piece. ‘Do these count?’


‘Yes!’ Silvia snatched the coins and threw them into the dark heaps of calla lilies. The bits of metal hissed into the moist depths and were gone. ‘Anything else?’ She caught hold of his arm anxiously. ‘They’re already on their way. Anything else, Rick?’


‘Just my watch.’ Rick pulled his wrist away as Silvia’s wild fingers snatched for the watch. ‘That’s not going in the bushes.’


‘Then lay it on the sundial—or the wall. Or in a hollow tree.’ Silvia raced off again. Her excited, rapturous voice danced back to him. ‘Throw away your cigarette case. And your keys, your belt buckle—everything metal. You know how they hate metal. Hurry, we’re late!’


Rick followed sullenly after her. ‘All right, witch.’


Silvia snapped at him furiously from the darkness. ‘Don’t say that! It isn’t true. You’ve been listening to my sisters and my mother and—’


Her words were drowned out by the sound. Distant flapping, a long way off, like vast leaves rustling in a winter storm. The night sky was alive with the frantic poundings; they were coming very quickly this time. They were too greedy, too desperately eager to wait. Flickers of fear touched the man and he ran to catch up with Silvia.


Silvia was a tiny column of green skirt and blouse in the center of the thrashing mass. She was pushing them away with one arm and trying to manage the faucet with the other. The churning activity of wings and bodies twisted her like a reed. For a time she was lost from sight.


‘Rick!’ she called faintly. ‘Come here and help!’ She pushed them away and struggled up. ‘They’re suffocating me!’


Rick fought his way through the wall of flashing white to the edge of the trough. They were drinking greedily at the blood that spilled from the wooden faucet. He pulled Silvia close against him; she was terrified and trembling. He held her tight until some of the violence and fury around them had died down.


‘They’re hungry,’ Silvia gasped feebly.


‘You’re a little cretin for coming ahead. They can sear you to ash!’


‘I know. They can do anything.’ She shuddered, excited and frightened. ‘Look at them,’ she whispered, her voice husky with awe. ‘Look at the size of them—their wing-spread. And they’re white, Rick. Spotless—perfect. There’s nothing in our world as spotless as that. Great and clean and wonderful.’


‘They certainly wanted the lamb’s blood.’


Silvia’s soft hair blew against his face as the wings fluttered on all sides. They were leaving now, roaring up into the sky. Not up, really—away. Back to their own world whence they had scented the blood. But it was not only the blood—they had come because of Silvia. She had attracted them.


The girl’s gray eyes were wide. She reached up towards the rising white creatures. One of them swooped close. Grass and flowers sizzled as blinding white flames roared in a brief fountain. Rick scrambled away. The flaming figure hovered momentarily over Silvia and then there was a hollow pop. The last of the whitewinged giants was gone. The air, the ground, gradually cooled into darkness and silence.


‘I’m sorry,’ Silvia whispered.


‘Don’t do it again,’ Rick managed. He was numb with shock. ‘It isn’t safe.’


‘Sometimes I forget. I’m sorry, Rick. I didn’t mean to draw them so close.’ She tried to smile. ‘I haven’t been that careless in months. Not since that other time, when I first brought you out here.’ The avid, wild look slid across her face. ‘Did you see him? Power and flames! And he didn’t even touch us. He just—looked at us. That was all. And everything’s burned up, all around.’


Rick grabbed hold of her. ‘Listen,’ he grated. ‘You mustn’t call them again. It’s wrong. This isn’t their world.’


‘It’s not wrong—it’s beautiful.’


‘It’s not safe!’ His fingers dug into her flesh until she gasped. ‘Stop tempting them down here!’


Silvia laughed hysterically. She pulled away from him, out into the blasted circle that the horde of angels had seared behind them as they rose into the sky. ‘I can’t help it,’ she cried. ‘I belong with them. They’re my family, my people. Generations of them, back into the past.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘They’re my ancestors. And some day I’ll join them.’


‘You are a little witch!’ Rick shouted furiously.


‘No,’ Silvia answered. ‘Not a witch, Rick. Don’t you see? I’m a saint.’


The kitchen was warm and bright. Silvia plugged in the Silex and got a big red can of coffee down from the cupboards over the sink. ‘You mustn’t listen to them,’ she said, as she set out plates and cups and got cream from the refrigerator. ‘You know they don’t understand. Look at them in there.’


Silvia’s mother and her sisters, Betty Lou and Jean, stood huddled together in the living room, fearful and alert, watching the young couple in the kitchen. Walter Everett was standing by the fireplace, his face blank, remote.


‘Listen to me,’ Rick said. ‘You have this power to attract them. You mean you’re not—isn’t Walter your real father?’


‘Oh, yes—of course he is. I’m completely human. Don’t I look human?’


‘But you’re the only one who has the power.’


‘I’m not physically different,’ Silvia said thoughtfully. ‘I have the ability to see, that’s all. Others have had it before me—saints, martyrs. When I was a child, my mother read to me about St Bernadette. Remember where her cave was? Near a hospital. They were hovering there and she saw one of them.’


‘But the blood! It’s grotesque. There never was anything like that.’


‘Oh, yes. The blood draws them, lamb’s blood especially. They hover over battlefields. Valkyries—carrying off the dead to Valhalla. That’s why saints and martyrs cut and mutilate themselves. You know where I got the idea?’


Silvia fastened a little apron around her waist and filled the Silex with coffee. ‘When I was nine years old, I read of it in Homer, in the Odyssey. Ulysses dug a trench in the ground and filled it with blood to attract the spirits. The shades from the nether world.’


‘That’s right,’ Rick admitted reluctantly. ‘I remember.’


‘The ghosts of people who died. They had lived once. Everybody lives here, then dies and goes there.’ Her face glowed. ‘We’re all going to have wings! We’re all going to fly. We’ll all be filled with fire and power. We won’t be worms any more.’


‘Worms! That’s what you always call me.’


‘Of course you’re a worm. We’re all worms—grubby worms creeping over the crust of the Earth, through dust and dirt.’


‘Why should blood bring them?’


‘Because it’s life and they’re attracted by life. Blood is uisge beatha—the water of life.’


‘Blood means death! A trough of spilled blood …’


‘It’s not death. When you see a caterpillar crawl into its cocoon, do you think it’s dying?’


Walter Everett was standing in the doorway. He stood listening to his daughter, his face dark. ‘One day,’ he said hoarsely, ‘they’re going to grab her and carry her off. She wants to go with them. She’s waiting for that day.’


‘You see?’ Silvia said to Rick. ‘He doesn’t understand either.’ She shut off the Silex and poured coffee. ‘Coffee for you?’ she asked her father.


‘No,’ Everett said.


‘Silvia,’ Rick said, as if speaking to a child, ‘if you went away with them, you know you couldn’t come back to us.’


‘We all have to cross sooner or later. It’s all part of our life.’


‘But you’re only nineteen,’ Rick pleaded. ‘You’re young and healthy and beautiful. And our marriage—what about our marriage?’ He half rose from the table. ‘Silvia, you’ve got to stop this!’


‘I can’t stop it. I was seven when I saw them first.’ Silvia stood by the sink, gripping the Silex, a faraway look in her eyes. ‘Remember, Daddy? We were living back in Chicago. It was winter. I fell, walking home from school.’ She held up a slim arm. ‘See the scar? I fell and cut myself on the gravel and slush. I came home crying—it was sleeting and the wind was howling around me. My arm was bleeding and my mitten was soaked with blood. And then I looked up and saw them.’


There was silence.


‘They want you,’ Everett said wretchedly. ‘They’re flies—bluebottles, hovering around, waiting for you. Calling you to come along with them.’


‘Why not?’ Silvia’s gray eyes were shining and her cheeks radiated joy and anticipation. ‘You’ve seen them, Daddy. You know what it means. Transfiguration—from clay into gods!’


Rick left the kitchen. In the living room, the two sisters stood together, curious and uneasy. Mrs Everett stood by herself, her face granite-hard, eyes bleak behind her steel-rimmed glasses. She turned away as Rick passed them.


‘What happened out there?’ Betty Lou asked him in a taut whisper. She was fifteen, skinny and plain, hollow-cheeked, with mousy, sand-colored hair. ‘Silvia never lets us come out with her.’


‘Nothing happened,’ Rick answered.


Anger stirred the girl’s barren face. ‘That’s not true. You were both out in the garden, in the dark, and—’


‘Don’t talk to him!’ her mother snapped. She yanked the two girls away and shot Rick a glare of hatred and misery. Then she turned quickly from him.


Rick opened the door to the basement and switched on the light. He descended slowly into the cold, damp room of concrete and dirt, with its unwinking yellow light hanging from the dust-covered wires overhead.


In one corner loomed the big floor furnace with its mammoth hot air pipes. Beside it stood the water heater and discarded bundles, boxes of books, newspapers and old furniture, thick with dust, encrusted with strings of spider webs.


At the far end were the washing machine and spin dryer. And Silvia’s pump and refrigeration system.


From the work bench Rick selected a hammer and two heavy pipe wrenches. He was moving towards the elaborate tanks and pipes when Silvia appeared abruptly at the top of the stairs, her coffee cup in one hand.


She hurried quickly down to him. ‘What are you doing down here?’ she asked, studying him intently. ‘Why that hammer and those two wrenches?’


Rick dropped the tools back onto the bench. ‘I thought maybe this could be solved on the spot.’


Silvia moved between him and the tanks. ‘I thought you understood. They’ve always been a part of my life. When I brought you with me the first time, you seemed to see what—’


‘I don’t want to lose you,’ Rick said harshly, ‘to anybody or anything—in this world or any other. I’m not going to give you up.’


‘It’s not giving me up!’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘You came down here to destroy and break everything. The moment I’m not looking you’ll smash all this, won’t you?’


‘That’s right.’


Fear replaced anger on the girl’s face. ‘Do you want me to be chained here? I have to go on—I’m through with this part of the journey. I’ve stayed here long enough.’


‘Can’t you wait?’ Rick demanded furiously. He couldn’t keep the ragged edge of despair out of his voice. ‘Doesn’t it come soon enough anyhow?’


Silvia shrugged and turned away, her arms folded, her red lips tight together. ‘You want to be a worm always. A fuzzy, little creeping caterpillar.’


‘I want you.’


‘You can’t have me!’ She whirled angrily. ‘I don’t have any time to waste with this.’


‘You have higher things in mind,’ Rick said savagely.


‘Of course.’ She softened a little. ‘I’m sorry, Rick. Remember Icarus? You want to fly, too. I know it.’


‘In my time.’


‘Why not now? Why wait? You’re afraid.’ She slid lithely away from him, cunning twisting her red lips. ‘Rick, I want to show you something. Promise me first—you won’t tell anybody.’


‘What is it?’


‘Promise?’ She put her hand to his mouth. ‘I have to be careful. It cost a lot of money. Nobody knows about it. It’s what they do in China—everything goes towards it.’


‘I’m curious,’ Rick said. Uneasiness flicked at him. ‘Show it to me.’


Trembling with excitement, Silvia disappeared behind the huge lumbering refrigerator, back into the darkness behind the web of frost-hard freezing coils. He could hear her tugging and pulling at something. Scraping sounds, sounds of something large being dragged out.


‘See?’ Silvia gasped. ‘Give me a hand, Rick. It’s heavy. Hardwood and brass—and metal lined. It’s hand-stained and polished. And the carving—see the carving! Isn’t it beautiful?’


‘What is it?’ Rick demanded huskily.


‘It’s my cocoon,’ Silvia said simply. She settled down in a contented heap on the floor, and rested her head happily against the polished oak coffin.


Rick grabbed her by the arm and dragged her to her feet. ‘You can’t sit with that coffin, down here in the basement with—’ He broke off. ‘What’s the matter?’


Silvia’s face was twisting with pain. She backed away from him and put her finger quickly to her mouth. ‘I cut myself—when you pulled me up—on a nail or something.’ A thin trickle of blood oozed down her fingers. She groped in her pocket for a handker-hief.


‘Let me see it.’ He moved towards her, but she avoided him. ‘Is it bad?’ he demanded.


‘Stay away from me,’ Silvia whispered.


‘What’s wrong? Let me see it!’


‘Rick,’ Silvia said in a low intense voice, ‘get some water and adhesive tape. As quickly as possible!’ She was trying to keep down her rising terror. ‘I have to stop the bleeding.’


‘Upstairs?’ He moved awkwardly away. ‘It doesn’t look too bad. Why don’t you …’


‘Hurry.’ The girl’s voice was suddenly bleak with fear. ‘Rick, hurry!’


Confused, he ran a few steps.


Silvia’s terror poured after him. ‘No, it’s too late,’ she called thinly. ‘Don’t come back—keep away from me. It’s my own fault. I trained them to come. Keep away! I’m sorry, Rick. Oh—’ Her voice was lost to him, as the wall of the basement burst and shattered. A cloud of luminous white forced its way through and blazed out into the basement.


It was Silvia they were after. She ran a few hesitant steps towards Rick, halted uncertainly, then the white mass of bodies and wings settled around her. She shrieked once. Then a violent explosion blasted the basement into a shimmering dance of furnace heat.


He was thrown to the floor. The cement was hot and dry—the whole basement crackled with heat. Windows shattered as pulsing white shapes pushed out again. Smoke and flames licked up the walls. The ceiling sagged and rained plaster down.


Rick struggled to his feet. The furious activity was dying away. The basement was a littered chaos. All surfaces were scorched black, seared and crusted with smoking ash. Splintered wood, torn cloth and broken concrete were strewn everywhere. The furnace and washing machine were in ruins. The elaborate pumping and refrigeration system—now were a glittering mass of slag. One whole wall had been twisted aside. Plaster was rubbled over everything.


Silvia was a twisted heap, arms and legs doubled grotesquely. Shriveled, carbonized remains of fire-scorched ash, settling in a vague mound. What had been left were charred fragments, a brittle burned-out husk.


It was a dark night, cold and intense. A few stars glittered like ice from above his head. A faint, dank wind stirred through the dripping calla lilies and whipped gravel up in a frigid mist along the path between the black roses.


He crouched for a long time, listening and watching. Behind the cedars, the big house loomed against the sky. At the bottom of the slope a few cars slithered along the highway. Otherwise, there was no sound. Ahead of him jutted the squat outline of the porcelain trough and the pipe that had carried blood from the refrigerator in the basement. The trough was empty and dry, except for a few leaves that had fallen in it.


Rick took a deep breath of thin night air and held it. Then he got stiffly to his feet. He scanned the sky, but saw no movement. They were there, though, watching and waiting—dim shadows, echoing into the legendary past, a line of god-figures.


He picked up the heavy gallon drums, dragged them to the trough and poured blood from a New Jersey abattoir, cheap-grade steer refuse, thick and clotted. It splashed against his clothes and he backed away nervously. But nothing stirred in the air above. The garden was silent, drenched with night fog and darkness.


He stood beside the trough, waiting and wondering if they were coming. They had come for Silvia, not merely for the blood. Without her there was no attraction but the raw food. He carried the empty metal cans over to the bushes and kicked them down the slope. He searched his pockets carefully, to make sure there was no metal in them.


Over the years, Silvia had nourished their habit of coming. Now she was on the other side. Did that mean they wouldn’t come? Somewhere in the damp bushes something rustled. An animal or a bird?


In the trough the blood glistened, heavy and dull, like old lead. It was their time to come, but nothing stirred the great trees above. He picked out the rows of nodding black roses, the gravel path down which he and Silvia had run—violently he shut out the recent memory of her flashing eyes and deep red lips. The highway beyond the slope—the empty, deserted garden—the silent house in which her family huddled and waited. After a time, there was a dull, swishing sound. He tensed, but it was only a diesel truck lumbering along the highway, headlights blazing.


He stood grimly, his feet apart, his heels dug into the soft black ground. He wasn’t leaving. He was staying there until they came. He wanted her back—at any cost.


Overhead, foggy webs of moisture drifted across the moon. The sky was a vast barren plain, without life or warmth. The deathly cold of deep space, away from suns and living things. He gazed up until his neck ached. Cold stars, sliding in and out of the matted layer of fog. Was there anything else? Didn’t they want to come, or weren’t they interested in him? It had been Silvia who had interested them—now they had her.


Behind him there was a movement without sound. He sensed it and started to turn, but suddenly, on all sides, the trees and undergrowth shifted. Like cardboard props they wavered and ran together, blending dully in the night shadows. Something moved through them, rapidly, silently, then was gone.


They had come. He could feel them. They had shut off their power and flame. Cold, indifferent statues, rising among the trees, dwarfing the cedars—remote from him and his world, attracted by curiosity and mild habit.


‘Silvia,’ he said clearly. ‘Which are you?’


There was no response. Perhaps she wasn’t among them. He felt foolish. A vague flicker of white drifted past the trough, hovered momentarily and then went on without stopping. The air above the trough vibrated, then died into immobility, as another giant inspected briefly and withdrew.


Panic breathed through him. They were leaving again, receding back into their own world. The trough had been rejected; they weren’t interested.


‘Wait,’ he muttered thickly.


Some of the white shadows lingered. He approached them slowly, wary of their flickering immensity. If one of them touched him, he would sizzle briefly and puff into a dark heap of ash. A few feet away he halted.


‘You know what I want,’ he said. ‘I want her back. She shouldn’t have been taken yet.’


Silence.


‘You were too greedy,’ he said. ‘You did the wrong thing. She was going to come over to you, eventually. She had it all worked out.’


The dark fog rustled. Among the trees the flickering shapes stirred and pulsed, responsive to his voice. ‘True,’ came a detached impersonal sound. The sound drifted around him, from tree to tree, without location or direction. It was swept off by the night wind to die into dim echoes.


Relief settled over him. They had paused—they were aware of him—listening to what he had to say.


‘You think it’s right?’ he demanded. ‘She had a long life here. We were to marry, have children.’


There was no answer, but he was conscious of a growing tension. He listened intently, but he couldn’t make out anything. Presently he realized a struggle was taking place, a conflict among them. The tension grew—more shapes flickered—the clouds, the icy stars, were obscured by the vast presence swelling around him.


‘Rick!’ A voice spoke close by. Wavering, drifting back into the dim regions of the trees and dripping plants. He could hardly hear it—the words were gone as soon as they were spoken. ‘Rick—help me get back.’


‘Where are you?’ He couldn’t locate her. ‘What can I do?’


‘I don’t know.’ Her voice was wild with bewilderment and pain. ‘I don’t understand. Something went wrong. They must have thought I—wanted to come right away. I didn’t!’


‘I know,’ Rick said. ‘It was an accident.’


‘They were waiting. The cocoon, the trough—but it was too soon.’ Her terror came across to him, from the vague distances of another universe. ‘Rick, I’ve changed my mind. I want to come back.’


‘It’s not as simple as that.’


‘I know. Rick, time is different on this side. I’ve been gone so long—your world seems to creep along. It’s been years, hasn’t it?’


‘One week,’ Rick said.


‘It was their fault. You don’t blame me, do you? They know they did the wrong thing. Those who did it have been punished, but that doesn’t help me.’ Misery and panic distorted her voice so he could hardly understand her. ‘How can I come back?’


‘Don’t they know?’


‘They say it can’t be done.’ Her voice trembled. ‘They say they destroyed the clay part—it was incinerated. There’s nothing for me to go back to.’


Rick took a deep breath. ‘Make them find some other way. It’s up to them. Don’t they have the power? They took you over too soon—they must send you back. It’s their responsibility.’


The white shapes shifted uneasily. The conflict rose sharply; they couldn’t agree. Rick warily moved back a few paces.


‘They say it’s dangerous,’ Silvia’s voice came from no particular spot. ‘They say it was attempted once.’ She tried to control her voice. ‘The nexus between this world and yours is unstable. There are vast amounts of free-floating energy. The power we—on this side—have isn’t really our own. It’s a universal energy, tapped and controlled.’


‘Why can’t they …’


‘This is a higher continuum. There’s a natural process of energy from lower to higher regions. But the reverse process is risky. The blood—it’s a sort of guide to follow—a bright marker.’


‘Like moths around a light bulb,’ Rick said bitterly.


‘If they send me back and something goes wrong—’ She broke off and then continued, ‘If they make a mistake, I might be lost between the two regions. I might be absorbed by the free energy. It seems to be partly alive. It’s not understood. Remember Prometheus and the fire …’


‘I see,’ Rick said, as calmly as he could.


‘Darling, if they try to send me back, I’ll have to find some shape to enter. You see, I don’t exactly have a shape any more. There’s no real material form on this side. What you see, the wings and the whiteness, are not really there. If I succeeded in making the trip back to your side …’


‘You’d have to mold something,’ Rick said.


‘I’d have to take something there—something of clay. I’d have to enter it and reshape it. As He did a long time ago, when the original form was put on your world.’


‘If they did it once, they can do it again.’


‘The One who did that is gone. He passed on upward.’ There was unhappy irony in her voice. ‘There are regions beyond this. The ladder doesn’t stop here. Nobody knows where it ends, it just seems to keep on going up and up. World after world.’


‘Who decides about you?’ Rick demanded.


‘It’s up to me,’ Silvia said faintly. ‘They say, if I want to take the chance, they’ll try it.’


‘What do you think you’ll do?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid. What if something goes wrong? You haven’t seen it, the region between. The possibilities there are incredible—they terrify me. He was the only one with enough courage. Everyone else has been afraid.’


‘It was their fault. They have to take responsibility.’


‘They know that.’ Silvia hesitated miserably. ‘Rick, darling, please tell me what to do.’


‘Come back!’


Silence. Then her voice, thin and pathetic. ‘All right, Rick. If you think that’s the right thing.’


‘It is,’ he said firmly. He forced his mind not to think, not to picture or imagine anything. He had to have her back. ‘Tell them to get started now. Tell them—’


A deafening crack of heat burst in front of him. He was lifted up and tossed into a flaming sea of pure energy. They were leaving and the scalding lake of sheer power bellowed and thundered around him. For a split second he thought he glimpsed Silvia, her hands reaching imploringly towards him.


Then the fire cooled and he lay blinded in dripping, night-moistened darkness. Alone in the silence.


Walter Everett was helping him up. ‘You damn fool!’ he was saying, again and again. ‘You shouldn’t have brought them back. They’ve got enough from us.’


Then he was in the big, warm living room. Mrs Everett stood silently in front of him, her face hard and expressionless. The two daughters hovered anxiously around him, fluttering and curious, eyes wide with morbid fascination.


‘I’ll be all right,’ Rick muttered. His clothing was charred and blackened. He rubbed black ash from his face. Bits of dried grass stuck to his hair—they had seared a circle around him as they’d ascended. He lay back against the couch and closed his eyes. When he opened them, Betty Lou Everett was forcing a glass of water into his hands.


‘Thanks,’ he muttered.


‘You should never have gone out there,’ Walter Everett repeated. ‘Why? Why’d you do it? You know what happened to her. You want the same thing to happen to you?’


‘I want her back,’ Rick said quietly.


‘Are you mad? You can’t get her back. She’s gone.’ His lips twitched convulsively. ‘You saw her.’


Betty Lou was gazing at Rick intently. ‘What happened out there?’ she demanded. ‘You saw her.’


Rick got heavily to his feet and left the living room. In the kitchen he emptied the water in the sink and poured himself a drink. While he was leaning wearily against the sink, Betty Lou appeared in the doorway.


‘What do you want?’ Rick demanded.


The girl’s face was flushed an unhealthy red. ‘I know something happened out there. You were feeding them, weren’t you?’ She advanced towards him. ‘You’re trying to get her back?’


‘That’s right,’ Rick said.


Betty Lou giggled nervously. ‘But you can’t. She’s dead—her body’s been cremated—I saw it.’ Her face worked excitedly. ‘Daddy always said that something bad would happen to her, and it did.’ She leaned close to Rick. ‘She was a witch! She got what she deserved!’


‘She’s coming back,’ Rick said.


‘No!’ Panic stirred the girl’s drab features. ‘She can’t come back. She’s dead—like she always said—worm into butterfly—she’s a butterfly!’


‘Go inside,’ Rick said.


‘You can’t order me around,’ Betty Lou answered. Her voice rose hysterically. ‘This is my house. We don’t want you around here any more. Daddy’s going to tell you. He doesn’t want you and I don’t want you and my mother and sister …’


The change came without warning. Like a film gone dead, Betty Lou froze, her mouth half open, one arm raised, her words dead on her tongue. She was suspended, an instantly lifeless thing raised off the floor, as if caught between two slides of glass. A vacant insect, without speech or sound, inert and hollow. Not dead, but abruptly thinned back to primordial inanimacy.


Into the captured shell filtered new potency and being. It settled over her, a rainbow of life that poured into place eagerly—like hot fluid—into every part of her. The girl stumbled and moaned; her body jerked violently and pitched against the wall. A china teacup tumbled from an overhead shelf and smashed on the floor. The girl retreated numbly, one hand to her mouth, her eyes wide with pain and shock.


‘Oh!’ she gasped. ‘I cut myself.’ She shook her head and gazed up mutely at him, appealing to him. ‘On a nail or something.’


‘Silvia!’ He caught hold of her and dragged her to her feet, away from the wall. It was her arm he gripped, warm and full and mature. Stunned gray eyes, brown hair, quivering breasts—she was now as she had been those last moments in the basement.


‘Let’s see it,’ he said. He tore her hand from her mouth and shakily examined her finger. There was no cut, only a thin white line rapidly dimming. ‘It’s all right, honey. You’re all right. There’s nothing wrong with you!’


‘Rick, I was over there.’ Her voice was husky and faint. ‘They came and dragged me across with them.’ She shuddered violently. ‘Rick, am I actually back?’


He crushed her tight. ‘Completely back.’


‘It was so long. I was over there a century. Endless ages. I thought—’ Suddenly she pulled away. ‘Rick …’


‘What is it?’


Silvia’s face was wild with fear. ‘There’s something wrong.’


‘There’s nothing wrong. You’ve come back home and that’s all that matters.’


Silvia retreated from him. ‘But they took a living form, didn’t they? Not discarded clay. They don’t have the power, Rick. They altered His work instead.’ Her voice rose in panic. ‘A mistake—they should have known better than to alter the balance. It’s unstable and none of them can control the …’


Rick blocked the doorway. ‘Stop talking like that!’ he said fiercely. ‘It’s worth it—anything’s worth it. If they set things out of balance, it’s their own fault.’


‘We can’t turn it back!’ Her voice rose shrilly, thin and hard, like drawn wire. ‘We’ve set it in motion, started the waves lapping out. The balance He set up is altered.’


‘Come on, darling,’ Rick said. ‘Let’s go and sit in the living room with your family. You’ll feel better. You’ll have to try to recover from this.’


They approached the three seated figures, two on the couch, one in the straight chair by the fireplace. The figures sat motionless, their faces blank, their bodies limp and waxen, dulled forms that did not respond as the couple entered the room.


Rick halted, uncomprehending. Walter Everett was slumped forward, newspaper in one hand, slippers on his feet; his pipe was still smoking in the deep ashtray on the arm of his chair. Mrs Everett sat with a lapful of sewing, her face grim and stern, but strangely vague. An unformed face, as if the material were melting and running together. Jean sat huddled in a shapeless heap, a ball of clay wadded up, more formless each moment.


Abruptly Jean collapsed. Her arms fell loose beside her. Her head sagged. Her body, her arms and legs filled out. Her features altered rapidly. Her clothing changed. Colors flowed in her hair, her eyes, her skin. The waxen pallor was gone.


Pressing her fingers to her lips she gazed up at Rick mutely. She blinked and her eyes focused. ‘Oh,’ she gasped. Her lips moved awkwardly; the voice was faint and uneven, like a poor soundtrack. She struggled up jerkily, with uncoordinated movements that propelled her stiffly to her feet and towards him—one awkward step at a time—like a wire dummy.


‘Rick, I cut myself,’ she said. ‘On a nail or something.’


What had been Mrs Everett stirred. Shapeless and vague, it made dull sounds and flopped grotesquely. Gradually it hardened and shaped itself. ‘My finger,’ its voice gasped feebly. Like mirror echoes dimming off into darkness, the third figure in the easy chair took up the words. Soon, they were all of them repeating the phrase, four fingers, their lips moving in unison.


‘My finger. I cut myself, Rick.’


Parrot reflections, receding mimicries of words and movement. And the settling shapes were familiar in every detail. Again and again, repeated around him, twice on the couch, in the easy chair, close beside him—so close he could hear her breath and see her trembling lips.


‘What is it?’ the Silvia beside him asked.


On the couch one Silvia resumed its sewing—she was sewing methodically, absorbed in her work. In the deep chair another took up its newspaper, its pipe and continued reading. One huddled, nervous and afraid. The one beside him followed as he retreated to the door. She was panting with uncertainty, her gray eyes wide, her nostrils flaring.


‘Rick …’


He pulled the door open and made his way out onto the dark porch. Machine-like, he felt his way down the steps, through the pools of night collected everywhere, toward the driveway. In the yellow square of light behind him, Silvia was outlined, peering unhappily after him. And behind her, the other figures, identical, pure repetitions, nodding over their tasks.


He found his coupé and pulled out onto the road.


Gloomy trees and houses flashed past. He wondered how far it would go. Lapping waves spreading out—a widening circle as the imbalance spread.


He turned onto the main highway; there were soon more cars around him. He tried to see into them, but they moved too swiftly. The car ahead was a red Plymouth. A heavy-set man in a blue business suit was driving, laughing merrily with the woman beside him. He pulled his own coupé up close behind the Plymouth and followed it. The man flashed gold teeth, grinned, waved his plump hands. The girl was dark-haired, pretty. She smiled at the man, adjusted her white gloves, smoothed down her hair, then rolled up the window on her side.


He lost the Plymouth. A heavy diesel truck cut in between them. Desperately he swerved around the truck and nosed in beyond the swift-moving red sedan. Presently it passed him and, for a moment, the two occupants were clearly framed. The girl resembled Silvia. The same delicate line of her small chin—the same deep lips, parting slightly when she smiled—the same slender arms and hands. It was Silvia. The Plymouth turned off and there was no other car ahead of him.


He drove for hours through the heavy night darkness. The gas gauge dropped lower and lower. Ahead of him dismal rolling countryside spread out, blank fields between towns and unwinking stars suspended in the bleak sky. Once, a cluster of red and yellow lights gleamed. An intersection—filling stations and a big neon sign. He drove on past it.


At a single-pump stand, he pulled the car off the highway, onto the oil-soaked gravel. He climbed out, his shoes crunching the stone underfoot, as he grabbed the gas hose and unscrewed the cap of his car’s tank. He had the tank almost full when the door of the drab station building opened and a slim woman in white overalls and navy shirt, with a little cap lost in her brown curls, stepped out.


‘Good evening, Rick,’ she said quietly.


He put back the gas hose. Then he was driving out onto the highway. Had he screwed the cap back on again? He didn’t remember. He gained speed. He had gone over a hundred miles. He was nearing the state line.


At a little roadside cafe, warm, yellow light glowed in the chill gloom of early morning. He slowed the car down and parked at the edge of the highway in the deserted parking lot. Bleary-eyed he pushed the door open and entered.


Hot, thick smells of cooking ham and black coffee surrounded him, the comfortable sight of people eating. A jukebox blared in the corner. He threw himself onto a stool and hunched over, his head in his hands. A thin farmer next to him glanced at him curiously and then returned to his newspaper. Two hard-faced women across from him gazed at him momentarily. A handsome youth in denim jacket and jeans was eating red beans and rice, washing it down with steaming coffee from a heavy mug.


‘What’ll it be?’ the pert blonde waitress asked, a pencil behind her ear, her hair tied back in a tight bun. ‘Looks like you’ve got some hangover, mister.’


He ordered coffee and vegetable soup. Soon he was eating, his hands working automatically. He found himself devouring a ham and cheese sandwich; had he ordered it? The jukebox blared and people came and went. There was a little town sprawled beside the road, set back in some gradual hills. Gray sunlight, cold and sterile, filtered down as morning came. He ate hot apple pie and sat wiping dully at his mouth with a napkin.


The cafe was silent. Outside nothing stirred. An uneasy calm hung over everything. The jukebox had ceased. None of the people at the counter stirred or spoke. An occasional truck roared past, damp and lumbering, windows rolled up tight.


When he looked up, Silvia was standing in front of him. Her arms were folded and she gazed vacantly past him. A bright yellow pencil was behind her ear. Her brown hair was tied back in a hard bun. At the corner others were sitting, other Silvias, dishes in front of them, half dozing or eating, some of them reading. Each the same as the next, except for their clothing.


He made his way back to his parked car. In half an hour he had crossed the state line. Cold, bright sunlight sparkled off dew-moist roofs and pavements as he sped through tiny unfamiliar towns.


Along the shiny morning streets he saw them moving—early risers, on their way to work. In twos and threes they walked, their heels echoing in sharp silence. At bus stops he saw groups of them collected together. In the houses, rising from their beds, eating breakfast, bathing, dressing, were more of them—hundreds of them, legions without number. A town of them preparing for the day, resuming their regular tasks, as the circle widened and spread.


He left the town behind. The car slowed under him as his foot slid heavily from the gas pedal. Two of them walked across a level field together. They carried books—children on their way to school. Repetition, unvarying and identical. A dog circled excitedly after them, unconcerned, his joy untainted.


He drove on. Ahead a city loomed, its stern columns of office buildings sharply outlined against the sky. The streets swarmed with noise and activity as he passed through the main business section. Somewhere, near the center of the city, he overtook the expanding periphery of the circle and emerged beyond. Diversity took the place of the endless figures of Silvia. Gray eyes and brown hair gave way to countless varieties of men and women, children and adults, of all ages and appearances. He increased his speed and raced out on the far side, onto the wide four-lane highway.


He finally slowed down. He was exhausted. He had driven for hours; his body was shaking with fatigue.


Ahead of him a carrot-haired youth was cheerfully thumbing a ride, a thin bean-pole in brown slacks and light camel’s-hair sweater. Rick pulled to a halt and opened the front door. ‘Hop in,’ he said.


‘Thanks, buddy.’ The youth hurried to the car and climbed in as Rick gathered speed. He slammed the door and settled gratefully back against the seat. ‘It was getting hot, standing there.’


‘How far are you going?’ Rick demanded.


‘All the way to Chicago.’ The youth grinned shyly. ‘Of course, I don’t expect you to drive me that far. Anything at all is appreciated.’ He eyed Rick curiously. ‘Which way you going?’


‘Anywhere,’ Rick said. ‘I’ll drive you to Chicago.’


‘It’s two hundred miles!’


‘Fine,’ Rick said. He steered over into the left lane and gained speed. ‘If you want to go to New York, I’ll drive you there.’


‘You feel all right?’ The youth moved away uneasily. ‘I sure appreciate a lift, but …’ He hesitated. ‘I mean, I don’t want to take you out of your way.’


Rick concentrated on the road ahead, his hands gripping hard around the rim of the wheel. ‘I’m going fast. I’m not slowing down or stopping.’


‘You better be careful,’ the youth warned, in a troubled voice. ‘I don’t want to get in an accident.’


‘I’ll do the worrying.’


‘But it’s dangerous. What if something happens? It’s too risky.’


‘You’re wrong,’ Rick muttered grimly, eyes on the road. ‘It’s worth the risk.’


‘But if something goes wrong—’ The voice broke off uncertainly and then continued, ‘I might be lost. It would be so easy. It’s all so unstable.’ The voice trembled with worry and fear. ‘Rick, please …’


Rick whirled. ‘How do you know my name?’


The youth was crouched in a heap against the door. His face had a soft, molten look, as if it were losing its shape and sliding together in an unformed mass. ‘I want to come back,’ he was saying, from within himself, ‘but I’m afraid. You haven’t seen it—the region between. It’s nothing but energy, Rick. He tapped it a long time ago, but nobody else knows how.’


The voice lightened, became clear and treble. The hair faded to a rich brown. Gray, frightened eyes flickered up at Rick. Hands frozen, he hunched over the wheel and forced himself not to move. Gradually he decreased speed and brought the car over into the right-hand lane.


‘Are we stopping?’ the shape beside him asked. It was Silvia’s voice now. Like a new insect, drying in the sun, the shape hardened and locked into firm reality. Silvia struggled up on the seat and peered out. ‘Where are we? We’re between towns.’


He jammed on the brakes, reached past her and threw open the door. ‘Get out!’


Silvia gazed at him uncomprehendingly. ‘What do you mean?’ she faltered. ‘Rick, what is it? What’s wrong?’


‘Get out!’


‘Rick, I don’t understand.’ She slid over a little. Her toes touched the pavement. ‘Is there something wrong with the car? I thought everything was all right.’


He gently shoved her out and slammed the door. The car leaped ahead, out into the stream of mid-morning traffic. Behind him the small, dazed figure was pulling itself up, bewildered and injured. He forced his eyes from the rearview mirror and crushed down the gas pedal with all his weight.


The radio buzzed and clicked in vague static when he snapped it briefly on. He turned the dial and, after a time, a big network station came in. A faint, puzzled voice, a woman’s voice. For a time he couldn’t make out the words. Then he recognized it and, with a pang of panic, switched the thing off.


Her voice. Murmuring plaintively. Where was the station? Chicago. The circle had already spread that far.


He slowed down. There was no point hurrying. It had already passed him by and gone on. Kansas farms—sagging stores in little old Mississippi towns—along the bleak streets of New England manufacturing cities swarms of brown-haired gray-eyed women would be hurrying.
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