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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.







      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      We arrive now at the fourth of these volumes in which I am engaged in bringing together a record of my life in science fiction,
         my long adventure in this wonderful field of storytelling.
      

      
      The stories here, all of them written between March of 1972 and November of 1973, mark a critical turning point in my career.
         Those who know the three earlier volumes have traced my evolution from a capable journeyman, very young and as much concerned
         with paying the rent as he was to advancing the state of the art, into a serious, dedicated craftsman now seeking to leave
         his mark on science fiction in some significant way. Throughout the decade of the 1960s I had attempted to grow and evolve
         within the field of writing I loved—building on the best that went before me, the work of Theodore Sturgeon and James Blish
         and Cyril Kornbluth and Jack Vance and Philip K. Dick and half a dozen others whose great stories had been beacons beckoning
         me onward—and then, as I reached my own maturity, now trying to bring science fiction along with me into a new realm of development,
         hauling it along even farther out of its pulp-magazine origins toward what I regarded as a more resonant and evocative kind
         of visionary storytelling.
      

      
      The stories reprinted here were difficult stories for difficult times. As I have already noted in the introduction to Volume
         III of this series, the years when the stories of Volumes III and IV were written were years in which the traditional values
         of American society and much of Western Europe were crumbling, and the science fiction written at that time reflected the dislocations and fragmentations
         that our society was experiencing. New writers, armed with dazzling new techniques, took up the materials of s-f and did strange
         new things with it. Older writers, formerly content to produce the safe and simple stuff of previous decades, were reborn
         with sudden experimental zeal. It was a wild and adventurous time, when we were all improvising our way of life from day to
         day or even from hour to hour, and the science fiction of that period certainly shows it. Science fiction, which in the United
         States had been a child of the pulp magazines, turned into a form of avant-garde literature. (It is significant to note that
         of the fourteen stories in this book, only two appeared in conventional science-fiction magazines, and the rest in anthologies
         of previously unpublished fiction.)
      

      
      Did the readers follow me as I proceeded with these experiments? Not many of them, apparently. I did retain some of my audience—four
         or five of the stories in this book were nominated for Hugo or Nebula awards—but the actual Hugos and Nebulas went elsewhere
         during this period, with the exception of the Nebula that “Born With the Dead” won for me in 1975. Awards are only an indirect
         reflection of the state of mind of the readership; but in those years the sales of my books began a sudden steep plunge that
         told me a great deal more about how the readers felt about the changed tone of my recent work. My perplexity over that, as
         you will see, was followed by disillusionment and anger, and even the abandonment (temporary, as it turned out) of my career
         as a professional writer.
      

      
      These stories, then, reflect the turbulence of their times both in their content and the manner of their telling—and the seven
         years of silence that separates the last piece in this volume of my Collected Stories series from the opening story of the next one demonstrates quite eloquently, I think, the degree of interior turbulence that
         their creator was experiencing at that time.
      

      
      Robert Silverberg

   



      
      
      IN THE GROUP

      
      In the early part of the 1970s, hard as that may be to believe today, many people living in the Western industrial nations
            devoted a substantial degree of energy to erotic activity. Historical records indicate that it was a time of vigorous sexual
            experimentation, the formation of unconventional mating relationships, the use of illicit chemicals to enhance physiological
            response, and, in general, a whole lot of weird stuff. Many of the people who took part in these things are still alive today
            and some of them actually remember much of what they were doing back then.

      
      Under the circumstances, it should not be surprising that the editors of thematic science fiction anthologies in that far-off
            era had the idea of publishing stories that dealt with the future of sex. Two such collections were launched virtually simultaneously
            in the—ah—seminal year of 1971, and I contributed stories to both of them. The first of them was “Push No More,” for a book
            edited by Thomas N. Scortia called Strange Bedfellows; I wrote it in November, 1971 and it was included in the third volume of the present series of collections. Then, in March,
            1972, I wrote the story reprinted here, “In the Group,” for Joseph Elder’s Eros in Orbit. (It also appeared in Penthouse Magazine.) It’s one of my favorites among my own stories. I like it for its fast pace, its high-gloss surface, its technological inventiveness,
            and in particular for the bleakness of its conclusion. Even in the midst of all the fun back then I sensed that old-fashioned
            emotions might eventually intrude on all the disengaged copulators of that free-swinging era and there was likely to be trouble
            for some of them somewhere down the line.
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      It was a restless time for Murray. He spent the morning sand-trawling on the beach at Acapulco. When it began to seem like
         lunchtime he popped over to Nairobi for mutton curry at the Three Bells. It wasn’t lunchtime in Nairobi, but these days any
         restaurant worth eating at stayed open around the clock. In late afternoon, subjectivewise, he paused for pastis and water
         in Marseilles, and toward psychological twilight he buzzed back home to California. His inner clock was set to Pacific Time,
         so reality corresponded to mood: night was falling, San Francisco glittered like a mound of jewels across the bay. He was
         going to do Group tonight. He got Kay on the screen and said, “Come down to my place tonight, yes?”
      

      
      “What for?”

      
      “What else? Group.”

      
      She lay in a dewy bower of young redwoods, three hundred miles up the coast from him. Torrents of unbound milk-white hair
         cascaded over her slender, bare, honey-colored body. A multi-carat glitterstone sparkled fraudulently between her flawless
         little breasts. Looking at her, he felt his hands tightening into desperate fists, his nails ravaging his palms. He loved
         her beyond all measure. The intensity of his love overwhelmed and embarrassed him.
      

      
      “You want to do Group together tonight?” she asked. “You and me?” She didn’t sound pleased.

      
      “Why not? Closeness is more fun than apartness.”

      
      “Nobody’s ever apart in Group. What does mere you-and-me physical proximity matter? It’s irrelevant. It’s obsolete.”

      
      “I miss you.”

      
      “You’re with me right now,” she pointed out.

      
      “I want to touch you. I want to inhale you. I want to taste you.”

      
      “Punch for tactile, then. Punch for olfactory. Punch for any input you think you want.”

      
      “I”ve got all sensory channels open already,” Murray said. “I’m flooded with delicious input. It still isn’t the same thing.
         It isn’t enough, Kay.”
      

      
      She rose and walked slowly toward the ocean. His eyes tracked her across the screen. He heard the pounding of the surf.

      
      “I want you right beside me when Group starts tonight,” he told her. “Look, if you don’t feel like coming here, I’ll go to
         your place.”
      

      
      “You’re being boringly persistent.”

      
      
      He winced. “I can’t help it. I like being close to you.”

      
      “You have a lot of old-fashioned attitudes, Murray.” Her voice was so cool. “Are you aware of that?”

      
      “I’m aware that my emotional drives are very strong. That’s all. Is that such a sin?” Careful, Murray. A serious error in
         tactics just then. This whole conversation a huge mistake, most likely. He was running big risks with her by pushing too hard,
         letting too much of his crazy romanticism reveal itself so early. His obsession with her, his impossible new possessiveness,
         his weird ego-driven exclusivism. His love. Yes; his love. She was absolutely right, of course. He was basically old-fashioned. Wallowing in emotional atavism. You-and-me
         stuff. I, me, me, mine. This unwillingness to share her fully in Group. As though he had some special claim. He was pure nineteenth
         century underneath it all. He had only just discovered that, and it had come as a surprise to him. His sick archaic fantasies
         aside, there was no reason for the two of them to be side by side in the same room during Group, not unless they were the
         ones who were screwing, and the copulation schedule showed Nate and Serena on tonight’s ticket. Drop it, Murray. But he couldn’t
         drop it. He said into her stony silence, “All right, but at least let me set up an inner intersex connection for you and me.
         So I can feel what you’re feeling when Nate and Serena get it on.”
      

      
      “Why this frantic need to reach inside my head?” she asked.

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “Of course you do. We all love all of Us. But still, when you try to relate to me one-on-one like this, you injure Group.”

      
      “No inner connection, then?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Do you love me?”

      
      A sigh. “I love Us, Murray.”

      
      That was likely to be the best he’d get from her this evening. All right. All right. He’d settle for that, if he had to. A
         crumb here, a crumb there. She smiled, blew him an amiable kiss, broke the contact. He stared moodily at the dead screen.
         All right. Time to get ready for Group. He turned to the life-size screen on the east wall and keyed in the visuals for preliminary
         alignment. Right now Group Central was sending its test pattern, stills of all of tonight’s couples. Nate and Serena were
         in the centre, haloed by the glowing nimbus that marked them as this evening’s performers. Around the periphery Murray saw
         images of himself, Kay, Van, JoJo, Nikki, Dirk, Conrad, Finn, Lanelle, and Maria. Bruce, Klaus, Mindy, and Lois weren’t there. Too busy, maybe. Or too tired. Or perhaps they were in the grip of negative unGrouplike
         vibes just at the moment. You didn’t have to do Group every night, if you didn’t feel into it. Murray averaged four nights
         a week. Only the real bulls, like Dirk and Nate, routinely hit seven out of seven. Also JoJo, Lanelle, Nikki—the Very Hot
         Ladies, he liked to call them.
      

      
      He opened up the audio. “This is Murray,” he announced. “I’m starting to synchronize.”

      
      Group Central gave him a sweet unwavering A for calibration. He tuned his receiver to match the note. “You’re at four hundred
         and thirty-two,” Group Central said. “Bring your pitch up a little. There. There. Steady. Four hundred and forty, fine.” The
         tones locked perfectly. He was synched in for sound. A little fine tuning on the visuals, next. The test pattern vanished
         and the screen showed only Nate, naked, a big cocky rockjawed man with a thick mat of curly black hair covering him from thighs
         to throat. He grinned, bowed, preened. Murray made adjustments until it was all but impossible to distinguish the three-dimensional
         holographic projection of Nate from the actual Nate, hundreds of miles away in his San Diego bedroom. Murray was fastidious
         about these adjustments. Any perceptible drop-off in reality approximation dampened the pleasure Group gave him. For some
         moments he watched Nate striding bouncily back and forth, working off excess energy, fining himself down to performance level;
         a minor element of distortion crept into the margins of the image, and, cutting in the manual override, Murray fed his own
         corrections to Central until all was well.
      

      
      Next came the main brain-wave amplification, delivering data in the emotional sphere: endocrine feeds, neural set, epithelial
         appercept, erogenous uptake. Diligently Murray keyed in each one. At first he received only a vague undifferentiated blur
         of formless background cerebration, but then, like intricate figures becoming clear in an elaborate oriental carpet, the specific
         characteristics of Nate’s mental output began to clarify themselves; edginess, eagerness, horniness, alertness, intensity.
         A sense of Nate’s formidable masculine strength came through. At this stage of the evening Murray still had a distinct awareness
         of himself as an entity independent of Nate, but that would change soon enough.
      

      
      “Ready,” Murray reported. “Holding awaiting Group cut-in.”

      
      He had to hold for fifteen intolerable minutes. He was always the quickest to synchronize. Then he had to sit and sweat, hanging
         on desperately to his balances and lineups while he waited for the others. All around the circuit, the rest of them were still tinkering with their rigs, adjusting them with varying degrees of competence.
         He thought of Kay. At this moment making frantic adjustments, tuning herself to Serena as he had done to Nate.
      

      
      “Group cut-in,” Central said finally.

      
      Murray closed the last circuits. Into his consciousness poured, in one wild rush, the mingled consciousnesses of Van, Dirk,
         Conrad, and Finn, hooked into him via Nate, and, less intensely because less directly, the consciousnesses of Kay, Maria,
         Lanelle, JoJo, and Nikki, funnelled to him by way of their link to Serena. So all twelve of them were in sync. They had attained
         Group once again. Now the revels could begin.
      

      
      Now. Nate approaching Serena. The magic moments of foreplay. That buzz of early excitement, that soaring erotic flight, taking
         everybody upward like a Beethoven adagio, like a solid hit of acid. Nate. Serena. San Diego. Their bedroom a glittering hall
         of mirrors. Refracted images everywhere. A thousand quivering breasts. Five hundred jutting cocks. Hands, eyes, tongues, thighs.
         The circular undulating bed, quivering, heaving. Murray, lying cocooned in his maze of sophisticated amplification equipment,
         receiving inputs at temples and throat and chest and loins, felt his palate growing dry, felt a pounding in his groin. He
         licked his lips. His hips began, of their own accord, a slow rhythmic thrusting motion. Nate’s hands casually traversed the
         taut globes of Serena’s bosom. Caught the rigid nipples between hairy fingers, tweaked them, thumbed them. Murray felt the
         firm nodules of engorged flesh with his own empty hands. The merger of identities was starting. He was becoming Nate, Nate
         was flowing into him, and he was all the others too, Van, JoJo, Dirk, Finn, Nikki, all of them, feedbacks oscillating in interpersonal
         whirlpools all along the line. Kay. He was part of Kay, she of him, both of them parts of Nate and Serena. Inextricably intertwined.
         What Nate experienced, Murray experienced. What Serena experienced, Kay experienced. When Nate’s mouth descended to cover
         Serena’s, Murray’s tongue slid forward. And felt the moist tip of Serena’s. Flesh against flesh, skin against skin. Serena
         was throbbing. Why not? Six men tonguing her at once. She was always quick to arouse, anyway. She was begging for it. Not
         that Nate was in any hurry: screwing was his thing, he always made a grand production out of it. As well he might, with ten
         close friends riding as passengers on his trip. Give us a show, Nate. Nate obliged. He was going down on her, now. Inhaling.
         His stubbly cheeks against her satiny thighs. Oh, the busy tongue! Oh, the sighs and gasps! And then she engulfing him reciprocally. Murray hissed in delight. Her cunning little
         suctions, her jolly slithers and slides: a skilled fellatrice, that woman was. He trembled. He was fully into it, now, sharing
         every impulse with Nate. Becoming Nate. Yes. Serena’s beckoning body gaping for him. His waggling wand poised above her. The old magic of Group never diminishing.
         Nate doing all his tricks, pulling out the stops. When? Now. Now. The thrust. The quick sliding moment of entry. Ah! Ah! Ah! Serena simultaneously possessed by Nate, Murray, Van, Dirk, Conrad, Finn. Finn, Conrad, Dirk, Van, Murray, and Nate simultaneously
         possessing Serena. And, vicariously throbbing in rhythm with Serena: Kay, Maria, Lanelle, JoJo, Nikki. Kay. Kay. Kay. Through
         the sorcery of the crossover loop Nate was having Kay while he had Serena, Nate was having Kay, Maria, Lanelle, JoJo, Nikki
         all at once, they were being had by him, a soup of identities, an olla podrida of copulations, and as the twelve of them soared toward a shared and multiplied ecstasy Murray did something dumb. He thought
         of Kay.
      

      
      He thought of Kay. Kay alone in her redwood bower, Kay with bucking hips and tossing hair and glistening droplets of sweat
         between her breasts, Kay hissing and shivering in Nate’s simulated embrace. Murray tried to reach across to her through the
         Group loop, tried to find and isolate the discrete thread of self that was Kay, tried to chisel away the ten extraneous identities
         and transform this coupling into an encounter between himself and her. It was a plain violation of the spirit of Group; it
         was also impossible to achieve, since she had refused him permission to establish a special inner link between them that evening,
         and so at the moment she was accessible to him only as one facet of the enhanced and expanded Serena. At best he could grope
         toward Kay through Serena and touch the tip of her soul, but the contact was cloudy and uncertain. Instantly on to what he
         was trying to do, she petulantly pushed him away, at the same time submerging herself more fully in Serena’s consciousness.
         Rejected, reeling, he slid off into confusion, sending jarring crosscurrents through the whole Group. Nate loosed a shower
         of irritation, despite his heroic attempt to remain unperturbed, and pumped his way to climax well ahead of schedule, hauling
         everyone breathlessly along with him. As the orgasmic frenzy broke loose Murray tried to re-enter the full linkage, but he
         found himself unhinged, disaffiliated, and mechanically emptied himself without any tremor of pleasure. Then it was over.
         He lay back, perspiring, feeling soiled, jangled, unsatisfied. After a few moments he uncoupled his equipment and went out for a cold shower.
      

      
      Kay called half an hour later.

      
      “You crazy bastard,” she said. “What were you trying to do?”
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      He promised not to do it again. She forgave him. He brooded for two days, keeping out of Group. He missed sharing Conrad and
         JoJo, Klaus and Lois. The third day the Group chart marked him and Kay as that night’s performers. He didn’t want to let them
         all share her. It was stronger than ever, this nasty atavistic possessiveness. He didn’t have to, of course. Nobody was forced
         to do Group. He could beg off and continue to sulk, and Dirk or Van or somebody would substitute for him tonight. But Kay
         wouldn’t necessarily pass up her turn. She almost certainly wouldn’t. He didn’t like the options. If he made it with Kay as
         per Group schedule, he’d be offering her to all the others. If he stepped aside, she’d do it with someone else. Might as well
         be the one to take her to bed in that case. Faced with an ugly choice, he decided to stick to the original schedule.
      

      
      He popped up to her place eight hours early. He found her sprawled on a carpet of redwood needles in a sun-dappled grove,
         playing with a stack of music cubes. Mozart tinkled in the fragrant air. “Let’s go away somewhere tomorrow,” he said. “You
         and me.”
      

      
      “You’re still into you-and-me?”

      
      “I’m sorry.”

      
      “Where do you want to go?”

      
      He shrugged. “Hawaii. Afghanistan. Poland. Zambia. It doesn’t matter. Just to be with you.”

      
      “What about Group?”

      
      “They can spare us for a while.”

      
      She rolled over, lazily snaffled Mozart into silence, started a cube of Bach. “I’ll go,” she said. The Goldberg Variations
         transcribed for glockenspiel. “But only if we take our Group equipment along.”
      

      
      “It means that much to you?”

      
      “Doesn’t it to you?”

      
      “I cherish Group,” he said. “But it’s not all there is to life. I can live without it for a while. I don’t need it, Kay. What
         I need is you.”
      

      
      “That’s obscene, Murray.”

      
      
      “No. It isn’t obscene.”

      
      “It’s boring, at any rate.”

      
      “I’m sorry you think so,” he told her.

      
      “Do you want to drop out of Group?”

      
      I want us both to drop out of Group, he thought, and I want you to live with me. I can’t bear to share you any longer, Kay.
         But he wasn’t prepared to move to that level of confrontation. He said, “I want to stay in Group if it’s possible, but I’m
         also interested in extending and developing some one-on-one with you.”
      

      
      “You’ve already made that excessively clear.”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “You’ve said that before too.”

      
      “What do you want, Kay?”

      
      She laughed, rolled over, drew her knees up until they touched her breasts, parted her thighs, opened herself to a stray shaft
         of sunlight. “I want to enjoy myself,” she said.
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      He started setting up his equipment an hour before sunset. Because he was performing, the calibrations were more delicate
         than on an ordinary night. Not only did he have to broadcast a full range of control ratios to Central to aid the others in
         their tuning, he had to achieve a flawless balance of input and output with Kay. He went about his complex tasks morosely,
         not at all excited by the thought that he and Kay would shortly be making love. It cooled his ardor to know that Nate, Dirk,
         Van, Finn, Bruce, and Klaus would be having her too. Why did he begrudge it to them so? He didn’t know. Such exclusivism,
         coming out of nowhere, shocked and disgusted him. Yet it wholly controlled him. Maybe I need help, he thought.
      

      
      Group time, now. Soft sweet ionized fumes drifting through the chamber of Eros. Kay was warm, receptive, passionate. Her eyes
         sparkled as she reached for him. They had made love five hundred times and she showed no sign of diminished interest. He knew
         he turned her on. He hoped he turned her on more than anyone else. He caressed her in all his clever ways, and she purred
         and wriggled and glowed. Her nipples stood tall: no faking that. Yet something was wrong. Not with her, with him. He was aloof,
         remote. He seemed to be watching the proceedings from a point somewhere outside himself, as though he were just a Group onlooker tonight, badly tuned in, not even as much a part of things as Klaus, Bruce, Finn, Van,
         Dirk. The awareness that he had an audience affected him for the first time. His technique, which depended more on finesse
         and grace than on fire and force, became a trap, locking him into a series of passionless arabesques and pirouettes. He was
         distracted, though he never had been before, by the minute telemetry tapes glued to the side of Kay’s neck and the underside
         of her thigh. He found himself addressing silent messages to the other men. Here, Nate, how do you like that? Grab some haunch,
         Dirk. Up the old zaboo, Bruce. Uh. Uh. Ah. Oh.
      

      
      Kay didn’t seem to notice anything was amiss. She came three times in the first fifteen minutes. He doubted that he’d ever
         come at all. He plugged on, in and out, in and out, moving like a mindless piston. A sort of revenge on Group, he realized.
         You want to share Kay with me, okay, fellows, but this is all you’re going to get. This. Oh. Oh. Oh. Now at last he felt the
         familiar climactic tickle, stepped down to a tenth of its normal intensity. He hardly noticed it when he came.
      

      
      Kay said afterward, “What about that trip? Are we still going to go away somewhere tomorrow?”

      
      “Let’s forget it for the time being,” he said.
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      He popped to Istanbul alone and spent a day in the covered bazaar, buying cheap but intricate trinkets for every woman in
         Group. At nightfall he popped down to McMurdo Sound, where the merry Antarctic summer was at its height, and spent six hours
         on the polar ski slopes, coming away with wind-bronzed skin and aching muscles. In the lodge later he met an angular, auburn-haired
         woman from Portugal and took her to bed. She was very good, in a heartless, mechanically proficient way. Doubtless she thought
         the same of him. She asked him whether he might be interested in joining her Group, which operated out of Lisbon and Ibiza.
         “I already have an affiliation,” he said. He popped to Addis Ababa after breakfast, checked into the Hilton, slept for a day
         and a half, and went on to St. Croix for a night of reef-bobbing. When he popped back to California the next day he called
         Kay at once to learn the news.
      

      
      “We’ve been discussing rearranging some of the Group couplings,” she said. “Next week, what about you and Lanelle, me and
         Dirk?”
      

      
      
      “Does that mean you’re dropping me?”

      
      “No, not at all, silly. But I do think we need variety.”

      
      “Group was designed to provide us with all the variety we’d ever want.”

      
      “You know what I mean. Besides, you’re developing an unhealthy fixation on me as isolated love object.”

      
      “Why are you rejecting me?”

      
      “I’m not. I’m trying to help you, Murray.”

      
      “I love you,” he said.

      
      “Love me in a healthier way, then.”
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      That night it was the turn of Maria and Van. The next, Nikki and Finn. After them, Bruce and Mindy. He tuned in for all three,
         trying to erode his grief in nightly frenzies of lustful fulfilment. By the third night he was very tired and no less grief-smitten.
         He took the next night off. Then the schedule came up with the first Murray-Lanelle pairing.
      

      
      He popped to Hawaii and set up his rig in her sprawling beachfront lanai on Molokai. He had bedded her before, of course.
         Everyone in Group had bedded everyone else during the preliminary months of compatibility testing. But then they all had settled
         into more or less regular pair-bonding, and he hadn’t approached her since. In the past year the only Group woman he had slept
         with was Kay. By choice.
      

      
      “I’ve always liked you,” Lanelle said. She was tall, heavy-breasted, wide-shouldered, with warm brown eyes, yellow hair, skin
         the color of fine honey. “You’re just a little crazy, but I don’t mind that. And I love screwing Scorpios.”
      

      
      “I’m a Capricorn.”

      
      “Them too,” she said. “I love screwing just about every sign. Except Virgos. I can’t stand Virgos. Remember, we were supposed
         to have a Virgo in Group, at the start. I blackballed him.”
      

      
      They swam and surfed for a couple of hours before doing the calibrating. The water was warm but a brisk breeze blew from the
         east, coming like a gust of bad news out of California. Lanelle nuzzled him playfully and then not so playfully in the water.
         She had always been an aggressive woman, a swaggerer, a strutter. Her appetites were enormous. Her eyes glistened with desire.
         “Come on,” she said finally, tugging at him. They ran to the house and he began to adjust the equipment. It was still early. He thought of Kay and his soul drooped. What am I doing here? he wondered. He lined up the Group apparatus with nervous
         hands, making many errors. Lanelle stood behind him, rubbing her breasts against his bare back. He had to ask her to stop.
         Eventually everything was ready and she hauled him to the spongy floor with her, covering his body with hers. Lanelle always
         liked to be the one on top. Her tongue probed his mouth and her hands clutched his hips and she pressed herself against him,
         but although her body was warm and smooth and alive he felt no onset of excitement, not a shred. She put her mouth to him
         but it was hopeless. He remained limp, dead, unable to function. With everyone tuned in and waiting. “What is it?” she whispered.
         “What should I do, love?” He closed his eyes and indulged in a fantasy of Kay coupling with Dirk, pure masochism, and it aroused
         him as far as a sort of half-erect condition, and he slithered into her like a prurient eel. She rocked her way to ecstasy
         above him. This is garbage, he thought. I’m falling apart. Kay. Kay. Kay.
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      Then Kay had her night with Dirk. At first Murray thought he would simply skip it. There was no reason, after all, why he
         had to subject himself to something like that, if he expected it to give him pain. It had never been painful for him in the
         past when Kay did it with other men, inside Group or not, but since the onset of his jealousies everything was different.
         In theory the Group couples were interchangeable, one pair serving as proxies for all the rest each night, but theory and
         practice coincided less and less in Murray’s mind these days. Nobody would be surprised or upset if he happened not to want
         to participate tonight. All during the day, though, he found himself obsessively fantasizing Kay and Dirk, every motion, every
         sound, the two of them facing each other, smiling, embracing, sinking down onto her bed, entwining, his hands sliding over
         her slender body, his mouth on her mouth, his chest crushing her small breasts, Dirk entering her, riding her, plunging, driving,
         coming, Kay coming, then Kay and Dirk arising, going for a cooling swim, returning to the bedroom, facing each other, smiling,
         beginning again. By late afternoon it had taken place so many times in his fevered imagination that he saw no risk in experiencing
         the reality of it; at least he could have Kay, if only at one remove, by doing Group tonight. And it might help him to shake
         off his obsessiveness. But it was worse than he imagined it could be. The sight of Dirk, all bulging muscles and tapering hips, terrified him; Dirk was ready
         for making love long before the foreplay started, and Murray somehow came to fear that he, not Kay, was going to be the target
         of that long rigid spear of his. Then Dirk began to caress Kay. With each insinuating touch of his hand it seemed that some
         vital segment of Murray’s relationship with Kay was being obliterated. He was forced to watch Kay through Dirk’s eyes, her
         flushed face, her quivering nostrils, her moist, slack lips, and it killed him. As Dirk drove deep into her, Murray coiled
         into a miserable fetal ball, one hand clutching his loins, the other clapped across his lips, thumb in his mouth. He couldn’t
         stand it at all. To think that every one of them was having Kay at once. Not only Dirk. Nate, Van, Conrad, Finn, Bruce, Klaus,
         the whole male Group complement, all of them tuning in tonight for this novel Dirk-Kay pairing. Kay giving herself to all
         of them gladly, willingly, enthusiastically. He had to escape, now, instantly, even though to drop out of Group communion
         at this point would unbalance everyone’s tuning and set up chaotic eddy currents that might induce nausea or worse in the
         others. He didn’t care. He had to save himself. He screamed and uncoupled his rig.
      

      [image: image]

      
      He waited two days and went to see her. She was at her exercises, floating like a cloud through a dazzling arrangement of
         metal rings and loops that dangled at constantly varying heights from the ceiling of her solarium. He stood below her, craning
         his neck. “It isn’t any good,” he said. “I want us both to withdraw from Group, Kay.”
      

      
      “That was predictable.”

      
      “It’s killing me. I love you so much I can’t bear to share you.”

      
      “So loving me means owning me?”

      
      “Let’s just drop out for a while. Let’s explore the ramifications of one-on-one. A month, two months, six months, Kay. Just
         until I get this craziness out of my system. Then we can go back in.”
      

      
      “So you admit it’s craziness.”

      
      “I never denied it.” His neck was getting stiff. “Won’t you please come down from those rings while we’re talking?”

      
      “I can hear you perfectly well from here, Murray.”

      
      “Will you drop out of Group and go away with me for a while?”

      
      “No.”

      
      
      “Will you even consider it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Do you realize that you’re addicted to Group?” he asked.

      
      “I don’t think that’s an accurate evaluation of the situation. But do you realize that you’re dangerously fixated on me?”
      

      
      “I realize it.”

      
      “What do you propose to do about it?”

      
      “What I’m doing now,” he said. “Coming to you, asking you to do a one-on-one with me.”

      
      “Stop it.”

      
      “One-on-one was good enough for the human race for thousands of years.”

      
      “It was a prison,” she said. “It was a trap. We’re out of the trap at last. You won’t get me back in.”

      
      He wanted to pull her down from her rings and shake her. “I love you, Kay!”
      

      
      “You take a funny way of showing it. Trying to limit the range of my experience. Trying to hide me away in a vault somewhere.
         It won’t work.”
      

      
      “Definitely no?”

      
      “Definitely no.”

      
      She accelerated her pace, flinging herself recklessly from loop to loop. Her glistening nude form tantalized and infuriated
         him. He shrugged and turned away, shoulders slumping, head drooping. This was precisely how he had expected her to respond.
         No surprises. Very well. Very well. He crossed from the solarium into the bedroom and lifted her Group rig from its container.
         Slowly, methodically, he ripped it apart, bending the frame until it split, cracking the fragile leads, uprooting handfuls
         of connectors, crumpling the control panel. The instrument was already a ruin by the time Kay came in. “What are you doing?” she cried. He splintered the lovely gleaming calibration dials under his heel and kicked the wreckage of the rig toward her.
         It would take months before a replacement rig could be properly attuned and synchronized. “I had no choice,” he told her sadly.
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      They would have to punish him. That was inevitable. But how? He waited at home, and before long they came to him, all of them,
         Nate, Van, Dirk, Conrad, Finn, Bruce, Klaus, Kay, Serena, Maria, JoJo, Lanelle, Nikki, Mindy, Lois, popping in from many quarters
         of the world, some of them dressed in evening clothes, some of them naked or nearly so, some of them unkempt and sleepy, all
         of them angry in a cold, tight way. He tried to stare them down. Dirk said, “You must be terribly sick, Murray. We feel sorry
         for you.”
      

      
      “We really want to help you,” said Lanelle.

      
      “We’re here to give you therapy,” Finn told him.

      
      Murray laughed. “Therapy. I bet. What kind of therapy?”

      
      “To rid you of your exclusivism,” Dirk said. “To burn all the trash out of your mind.”

      
      “Shock treatment,” Finn said.

      
      “Keep away from me!”

      
      “Hold him,” Dirk said.

      
      Quickly they surrounded him. Bruce clamped an arm across his chest like an iron bar. Conrad seized his hands and brought his
         wrists together behind his back. Finn and Dirk pressed up against his sides. He was helpless.
      

      
      Kay began to remove her clothing. Naked, she lay down on Murray’s bed, flexed her knees, opened her thighs. Klaus got on top
         of her.
      

      
      “What the hell is this?” Murray asked.

      
      Efficiently but without passion Kay aroused Klaus, and efficiently but without passion he penetrated her. Murray writhed impotently
         as their bodies moved together. Klaus made no attempt at bringing Kay off. He reached his climax in four or five minutes,
         grunting once, and rolled away from her, red-faced, sweating. Van took his place between Kay’s legs.
      

      
      “No,” Murray said. “Please, no.”

      
      Inexorably Van had his turn, quick, impersonal. Nate was next. Murray tried not to watch, but his eyes would not remain closed.
         A strange smile glittered on Kay’s lips as she gave herself to Nate. Nate arose. Finn approached the bed.
      

      
      “No!” Murray cried, and lashed out in a backward kick that sent Conrad screaming across the room. Murray’s hands were free.
         He twisted and wrenched himself away from Bruce. Dirk and Nate intercepted him as he rushed toward Kay. They seized him and
         flung him to the floor.
      

      
      “The therapy isn’t working,” Nate said.

      
      “Let’s skip the rest,” said Dirk. “It’s no use trying to heal him. He’s beyond hope. Let him stand up.”

      
      
      Murray got cautiously to his feet. Dirk said, “By unanimous vote, Murray, we expel you from Group for unGrouplike attitudes
         and especially for your unGrouplike destruction of Kay’s rig. All your Group privileges are canceled.” At a signal from Dirk,
         Nate removed Murray’s rig from the container and reduced it to unsalvageable rubble. Dirk said, “Speaking as your friend,
         Murray, I suggest you think seriously about undergoing a total personality reconstruct. You’re in trouble, do you know that?
         You need a lot of help. You’re a mess.”
      

      
      “Is there anything else you want to tell me?” Murray asked.

      
      “Nothing else. Goodbye, Murray.”

      
      They started to go out. Dirk, Finn, Nate, Bruce, Conrad, Klaus. Van. JoJo. Nikki. Serena, Maria, Lanelle, Mindy. Lois. Kay
         was the last to leave. She stood by the door, clutching her clothes in a small crumpled bundle. She seemed entirely unafraid
         of him. There was a peculiar look of—was it tenderness? pity?—on her face. Softly she said, “I’m sorry it had to come to this,
         Murray. I feel so unhappy for you. I know that what you did wasn’t a hostile act. You did it out of love. You were all wrong,
         but you were doing it out of love.” She walked toward him and kissed him lightly, on the cheek, on the tip of the nose, on
         the lips. He didn’t move. She smiled. She touched his arm. “I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “Goodbye, Murray.” As she went through
         the door she looked back and said, “Such a damned shame. I could have loved you, you know? I could really have loved you.”
      

      
      He had told himself that he would wait until they all were gone before he let the tears flow. But when the door had closed
         behind Kay he discovered his eyes remained dry. He had no tears. He was altogether calm. Numb. Burned out.
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      After a long while he put on fresh clothing and went out. He popped to London, found that it was raining there, and popped
         to Prague, where there was something stifling about the atmosphere, and went on to Seoul, where he had barbecued beef and
         kimchi for dinner. Then he popped to New York. In front of a gallery on Lexington Avenue he picked up a complaisant young
         girl with long black hair. “Let’s go to a hotel,” he suggested, and she smiled and nodded. He registered for a six-hour stay.
         Upstairs, she undressed without waiting for him to ask. Her body was smooth and supple, flat belly, pale skin, high full breasts.
         They lay down together and, in silence, without preliminaries, he took her. She was eager and responsive. Kay, he thought.
         Kay. Kay. You are Kay. A spasm of culmination shook him with unexpected force.
      

      
      “Do you mind if I smoke?” she said a few minutes later.

      
      “I love you,” he said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “You’re sweet.”

      
      “Come live with me. Please. Please. I’m serious.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Live with me. Marry me.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “There’s only one thing I ask. No Group stuff. That’s all. Otherwise you can do as you please. I’m wealthy. I’ll make you
         happy. I love you.”
      

      
      “You don’t even know my name.”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “Mister, you must be out of your head.”

      
      “Please. Please.”

      
      “A lunatic. Unless you’re trying to make fun of me.”

      
      “I’m perfectly serious, I assure you. Live with me. Be my wife.”

      
      “A lunatic,” she said. “I’m getting out of here!” She leaped up and looked for her clothes. “Jesus, a madman!”

      
      “No,” he said, but she was on her way, not even pausing to get dressed, running helter-skelter from the room, her pink buttocks
         flashing like beacons as she made her escape. The door slammed. He shook his head. He sat rigid for half an hour, an hour,
         some long timeless span, thinking of Kay, thinking of Group, wondering what they’d be doing tonight, whose turn it was. At
         length he rose and put on his clothes and left the hotel. A terrible restlessness assailed him. He popped to Karachi and stayed
         ten minutes. He popped to Vienna. To Hangchow. He didn’t stay. Looking for what? He didn’t know. Looking for Kay? Kay didn’t
         exist. Looking. Just looking. Pop. Pop. Pop.
      

   



      
      
      GETTING ACROSS

      
      Now it is a little later in the spring of 1972 and I have finished the complicated process of resettling myself in balmy California
            after a lifetime spent in the grim urban sprawl of New York City. The indefatigable Roger Elwood, he of the multitudinous
            original-story science-fiction anthologies, was now compiling one on the theme of the future of cities, and invited me to
            contribute. With the iron acres of the Northeastern United States still clanging in my memory, I could do nothing else but
            imagine the future of the city as one vast world-wide Northeastern United States, town after town cheek by jowl. I thought
            of “Getting Across” as a rite of exorcism from my former existence on the crowded East Coast. Looking back at it now, though,
            I see that I would very much rather live in the relatively orderly urban dystopia I imagined here than in the chaotic actual
            New York of today, which worries me because it’s only about three thousand miles from the place where I currently make my
            home, and that doesn’t seem like sufficient distance. New York is one of the great cities of the world, but I have grown accustomed
            to the slower pace and greener environment of California in all these decades of my transplanted life, and I’m no longer fit,
            it seems, for the New York style of doing things. California has its own problems, ofcourse. And so, too, does the worldwide
            city I depict in this story.
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      1.

      
      On the first day of summer my month-wife, Silena Ruiz, filched our district’s master program from the Ganfield Hold computer
         centre and disappeared with it. A guard at the Hold has confessed that she won admittance by seducing him, then gave him a
         drug. Some say she is in Conning Town now, others have heard rumors that she has been seen in Morton Court, still others maintain
         her destination was the Mill. I suppose it does not matter where she has gone. What matters is that we are without our program.
         We have lived without it for eleven days, and things are starting to break down. The heat is abominable, but we must switch
         every thermostat to manual override before we can use our cooling system; I think we will boil in our skins before the job
         is done. A malfunction of the scanners that control our refuse compactor has stilled the garbage collectors, which will not
         go forth unless they have a place to dump what they collect. Since no one knows the proper command to give the compactor,
         rubbish accumulates, forming pestilential hills on every street, and dense swarms of flies or worse hover over the sprawling
         mounds. Beginning on the fourth day our police also began to go immobile—who can say why?—and by now all of them stand halted
         in their tracks. Some are already starting to rust, since the maintenance schedules are out of phase. Word has gone out that
         we are without protection, and outlanders cross into the district with impunity, molesting our women, stealing our children,
         raiding our stocks of foodstuffs. In Ganfield Hold platoons of weary sweating technicians toil constantly to replace the missing
         program, but it might be months, even years, before they are able to devise a new one.
      

      
      In theory, duplicate programs are stored in several places within the community against just such a calamity. In fact, we
         have none. The one kept in the district captain’s office turned out to be some twenty years obsolete; the one in the care
         of the soulfather’s house had been devoured by rats; the program held in the vaults of the tax collectors appeared to be intact,
         but when it was placed in the input slot it mysteriously failed to activate the computers. So we are helpless: an entire district,
         hundreds of thousands of human beings, cut loose to drift on the tides of chance. Silena, Silena, Silena! To disable all of
         Ganfield, to make our already burdensome lives more difficult, to expose me to the hatred of my neighbors—why, Silena? Why?
      

      
      
      People glare at me on the streets. They hold me responsible, in a way, for all this. They point and mutter; in another few
         days they will be spitting and cursing, and if no relief comes soon they may be throwing stones. Look, I want to shout, she
         was only my month-wife and she acted entirely on her own. I assure you I had no idea she would do such a thing. And yet they
         blame me. At the wealthy houses of Morton Court they will dine tonight on babes stolen in Ganfield this day, and I am held
         accountable.
      

      
      What will I do? Where can I turn?

      
      I may have to flee. The thought of crossing district lines chills me. Is it the peril of death I fear, or only the loss of
         all that is familiar? Probably both: I have no hunger for dying and no wish to leave Ganfield. Yet I will go, no matter how
         difficult it will be to find sanctuary if I get safely across the line. If they continue to hold me tainted by Silena’s crime
         I will have no choice. I think I would rather die at the hands of strangers than perish at those of my own people.
      

      
      2.

      
      This sweltering night I find myself atop Ganfield Tower, seeking cool breezes and the shelter of darkness. Half the district
         has had the idea of escaping the heat by coming up here tonight, it seems; to get away from the angry eyes and tightened lips
         I have climbed to the fifth parapet, where only the bold and the foolish ordinarily go. I am neither, yet here I am.
      

      
      As I move slowly around the tower’s rim, warily clinging to the old and eroded guardrail, I have a view of our entire district.
         Ganfield is like a shallow basin in form, gently sloping upward from the central spike that is the tower to a rise on the
         district perimeter. They say that a broad lake once occupied the site where Ganfield now stands; it was drained and covered
         over centuries ago, when the need for new living space became extreme. Yesterday I heard that great pumps are used to keep
         the ancient lake from breaking through into our cellars, and that before very long the pumps will fail or shut themselves
         down for maintenance, and we will be flooded. Perhaps so. Ganfield once devoured the lake; will the lake now have Ganfield?
         Will we tumble into the dark waters and be swallowed, with no one to mourn us?
      

      
      I look out over Ganfield. These tall brick boxes are our dwellings, twenty stories high but dwarfed from my vantage point far above. This sliver of land, black in the smoky moonlight, is our
         pitiful scrap of community park. These low flat-topped buildings are our shops, a helter-skelter cluster. This is our industrial
         zone, such that it is. That squat shadow-cloaked bulk just north of the tower is Ganfield Hold, where our crippled computers
         slip one by one into idleness. I have spent nearly my whole life within this one narrow swing of the compasses that is Ganfield.
         When I was a boy and affairs were not nearly so harsh between one district and its neighbor, my father took me on holiday
         to Morton Court, and another time to the Mill. When I was a young man I was sent on business across three districts to Parley
         Close. I remember those journeys as clearly and vividly as though I had dreamed them. But everything is quite different now
         and it is twenty years since I last left Ganfield. I am not one of your privileged commuters, gaily making transit from zone
         to zone. All the world is one great city, so it is said, with the deserts settled and the rivers bridged and all the open
         places filled, a universal city that has abolished the old boundaries, and yet it is twenty years since I passed from one
         district to the next. I wonder: are we one city, then, or merely thousands of contentious fragmented tiny states?
      

      
      Look here, along the perimeter. There are no more boundaries, but what is this? This is our boundary, Ganfield Crescent, that
         wide curving boulevard surrounding the district. Are you a man of some other zone? Then cross the Crescent at risk of life.
         Do you see our police machines, blunt-snouted, glossy, formidably powerful, strewn like boulders in the broad avenue? They
         will interrogate you, and if your answers are uneasy, they may destroy you. Of course they can do no one any harm tonight.
      

      
      Look outward now, at our horde of brawling neighbors. I see beyond the Crescent to the east the gaunt spires of Conning Town,
         and on the west, descending stepwise into the jumbled valley, the shabby dark-walled buildings of the Mill, with happy Morton
         Court on the far side, and somewhere in the smoky distance other places, Folkstone and Budleigh and Hawk Nest and Parley Close
         and Kingston and Old Grove and all the rest, the districts, the myriad districts, part of the chain that stretches from sea
         to sea, from shore to shore, spanning our continent paunch by paunch, the districts, the chips of gaudy glass making up the
         global mosaic, the infinitely numerous communities that are the segments of the all-encompassing world-city. Tonight at the capital they are planning next month’s rainfall patterns for districts that the planners have never seen. District
         food allocations—inadequate, always inadequate—are being devised by men to whom our appetites are purely abstract entities.
         Do they believe in our existence, at the capital? Do they really think there is such a place as Ganfield? What if we sent
         them a delegation of notable citizens to ask for help in replacing our lost program? Would they care? Would they even listen?
         For that matter, is there a capital at all? How can I who have never seen nearby Old Grove accept, on faith alone, the existence
         of a far-off governing centre, aloof, inaccessible, shrouded in myth? Maybe it is only a construct of some cunning subterranean
         machine that is our real ruler. That would not surprise me. Nothing surprises me. There is no capital. There are no central
         planners. Beyond the horizon everything is mist.
      

      
      3.

      
      In the office, at least, no one dares show hostility to me. There are no scowls, no glares, no snide references to the missing
         program. I am, after all, chief deputy to the District Commissioner of Nutrition, and since the commissioner is usually absent,
         I am in effect in charge of the department. If Silena’s crime does not destroy my career, it might prove to have been unwise
         for my subordinates to treat me with disdain. In any case we are so busy that there is no time for such gambits. We are responsible
         for keeping the community properly fed; our tasks have been greatly complicated by the loss of the program, for there is no
         reliable way now of processing our allocation sheets, and we must requisition and distribute food by guesswork and memory.
         How many bales of plankton cubes do we consume each week? How many kilos of proteoid mix? How much bread for the shops of
         Lower Ganfield? What fads of diet are likely to sweep the district this month? If demand and supply fall into imbalance as
         a result of our miscalculations, there could be widespread acts of violence, forays into neighboring districts, even renewed
         outbreaks of cannibalism within Ganfield itself. So we must draw up our estimates with the greatest precision. What a terrible
         spiritual isolation we feel, deciding such things with no computers to guide us!
      

      
      
      4.

      
      On the fourteenth day of the crisis the district captain summons me. His message comes in late afternoon, when we all are
         dizzy with fatigue, choked by humidity. For several hours I have been tangled in complex dealings with a high official of
         the Marine Nutrients Board; this is an arm of the central city government, and I must therefore show the greatest tact, lest
         Ganfield’s plankton quotas be arbitrarily lowered by a bureaucrat’s sudden pique. Telephone contact is uncertain—the Marine
         Nutrients Board has its headquarters in Melrose New Port, half a continent away on the southeastern coast—and the line sputters
         and blurs with distortions that our computers, if the master program were in operation, would normally erase. As we reach
         a crisis in the negotiation my subdeputy gives me a note: DISTRICT CAPTAIN WANTS TO SEE YOU. “Not now,” I say in silent lip-talk.
         The haggling proceeds. A few minutes later comes another note: IT’S URGENT. I shake my head, brush the note from my desk.
         The subdeputy retreats to the outer office, where I see him engaged in frantic discussion with a man in the gray and green
         uniform of the district captain’s staff. The messenger points vehemently at me. Just then the phone line goes dead. I slam
         the instrument down and call to the messenger, “What is it?”
      

      
      “The captain, sir. To his office at once, please.”

      
      “Impossible.”

      
      He displays a warrant bearing the captain’s seal. “He requires your immediate presence.”

      
      “Tell him I have delicate business to complete,” I reply. “Another fifteen minutes, maybe.”

      
      He shakes his head. “I am not empowered to allow a delay.”

      
      “Is this an arrest, then?”

      
      “A summons.”

      
      “But with the force of an arrest?”

      
      “With the force of an arrest, yes,” he tells me.

      
      I shrug and yield. All burdens drop from me. Let the subdeputy deal with the Marine Nutrients Board; let the clerk in the
         outer office do it, or no one at all; let the whole district starve. I no longer care. I am summoned. My responsibilities
         are discharged. I give over my desk to the subdeputy and summarize for him, in perhaps a hundred words, my intricate hours
         of negotiation. All that is someone else’s problem now.
      

      
      The messenger leads me from the building into the hot, dank street. The sky is dark and heavy with rain, and evidently it has been raining some while, for the sewers are backing up and angry
         swirls of muddy water run shin-deep through the gutters. The drainage system, too, is controlled from Ganfield Hold, and must
         now be failing. We hurry across the narrow plaza fronting my office, skirt a gush of sewage-laden outflow, push into a close-packed
         crowd of irritable workers heading for home. The messenger’s uniform creates an invisible sphere of untouchability for us;
         the throngs part readily and close again behind us. Wordlessly I am conducted to the stone-faced building of the district
         captain, and quickly to his office. It is no unfamiliar place to me, but coming here as a prisoner is quite different from
         attending a meeting of the district council. My shoulders are slumped, my eyes look toward the threadbare carpeting.
      

      
      The district captain appears. He is a man of sixty, silver-haired, upright, his eyes frank and direct, his features reflecting
         little of the strain his position must impose. He has governed our district ten years. He greets me by name, but with warmth,
         and says, “You’ve heard nothing from your woman?”
      

      
      “I would have reported it if I had.”

      
      “Perhaps. Perhaps. Have you any idea where she is?”

      
      “I know only the common rumors,” I say. “Conning Town, Morton Court, the Mill.”

      
      “She is in none of those places.”

      
      “Are you sure?”

      
      “I have consulted the captains of those districts,” he says. “They deny any knowledge of her. Of course, one has no reason
         to trust their word, but on the other hand, why would they bother to deceive me?” His eyes fasten on mine. “What part did
         you play in the stealing of the program?”
      

      
      “None, sir.”

      
      “She never spoke to you of treasonable things?”

      
      “Never.”

      
      “There is strong feeling in Ganfield that a conspiracy existed.”

      
      “If so, I knew nothing of it.”

      
      He judges me with a piercing look. After a long pause he says heavily, “She has destroyed us, you know. We can function at
         the present level of order for another six weeks, possibly, without the program—if there is no plague, if we are not flooded,
         if we are not overrun with bandits from outside. After that the accumulated effects of many minor breakdowns will paralyze us. We will fall into chaos. We will strangle on our own wastes, starve, suffocate, revert to savagery,
         live like beasts until the end—who knows? Without the master program we are lost. Why did she do this to us?”
      

      
      “I have no theories,” I say. “She kept her own counsel. Her independence of soul is what attracted me to her.”

      
      “Very well. Let her independence of soul be what attracts you to her now. Find her and bring back the program.”

      
      “Find her? Where?”

      
      “That is for you to discover.”

      
      “I know nothing of the world outside Ganfield!”

      
      “You will learn,” the captain says coolly. “There are those here who would indict you for treason. I see no value in this.
         How does it help us to punish you? But we can use you. You are a clever and resourceful man; you can make your way through the hostile districts, and you can gather information,
         and you could well succeed in tracking her. If anyone has influence over her, you do—if you find her, you perhaps can induce
         her to surrender the program. No one else could hope to accomplish that. Go. We offer you immunity from prosecution in return
         for your cooperation.”
      

      
      The world spins wildly about me. My skin burns with shock. “Will I have safe conduct through the neighboring districts?” I
         ask.
      

      
      “To whatever extent we can arrange. That will not be much, I fear.”

      
      “You’ll give me an escort, then? Two or three men?”

      
      “We feel you will travel more effectively alone. A party of several men takes on the character of an invading force. You would
         be met with suspicion and worse.”
      

      
      “Diplomatic credentials, at least?”

      
      “A letter of identification, calling on all captains to honor your mission and treat you with courtesy.”

      
      I know how much value such a letter will have in Hawk Nest or Folkstone.

      
      “This frightens me,” I say.

      
      He nods, not unkindly. “I understand that. Yet someone must seek her, and who else is there but you? We grant you a day to
         make your preparations. You will depart on the morning after next, and God hasten your return.”
      

      
      
      5.

      
      Preparations. How can I prepare myself? What maps should I collect, when my destination is unknown? Returning to the office
         is unthinkable; I go straight home, and for hours I wander from one room to the other as if I face execution at dawn. At last
         I gather myself and fix a small meal, but most of it remains on my plate. No friends call; I call no one. Since Silena’s disappearance
         my friends have fallen away from me. I sleep poorly. During the night there are hoarse shouts and shrill alarms in the street;
         I learn from the morning newscast that five men of Conning Town, here to loot, had been seized by one of the new vigilante
         groups that have replaced the police machines and were summarily put to death. I find no cheer in that, thinking that I might
         be in Conning Town in a day or so.
      

      
      What clues to Silena’s route? I ask to speak with the guard from whom she wangled entry into Ganfield Hold. He has been a
         prisoner ever since; the captain is too busy to decide his fate, and he languishes meanwhile. He is a small thick-bodied man
         with stubbly red hair and a sweaty forehead; his eyes are bright with anger and his nostrils quiver. “What is there to say?”
         he demands. “I was on duty at the Hold. She came in. I had never seen her before, though I knew she must be high-caste. Her
         cloak was open. She seemed naked beneath it. She was in a state of excitement.”
      

      
      “What did she tell you?”

      
      “That she desired me. Those were her first words.” Yes. I could see Silena doing that, though I had difficulty in imagining
         her long slender form enfolded in that squat little man’s embrace. “She said she knew of me and was eager for me to have her.”
      

      
      “And then?”

      
      “I sealed the gate. We went to an inner room where there is a cot. It was a quiet time of day, I thought no harm would come.
         She dropped her cloak. Her body—”
      

      
      “Never mind her body.” I could see it all too well in the eye of my mind, the sleek thighs, the taut belly, the small high
         breasts, the cascade of chocolate hair falling to her shoulders. “What did you talk about? Did she say anything of a political
         kind? Some slogan, some words against the government?”
      

      
      “Nothing. We lay together naked awhile, only fondling one another. Then she said she had a drug with her, one which would
         enhance the sensations of love tenfold. It was a dark powder. I drank it in water; she drank it also, or seemed to. Instantly I was asleep.
         When I awoke, the Hold was in uproar and I was a prisoner.” He glowers at me. “I should have suspected a trick from the start.
         Such women do not hunger for men like me. How did I ever injure you? Why did you choose me to be the victim of your scheme?”
      

      
      “Her scheme,” I say. “Not mine. I had no part in it. Her motive is a mystery to me. If I could discover where she has gone,
         I would seek her and wring answers from her. Any help you could give me might earn you a pardon and your freedom.”
      

      
      “I know nothing,” he says sullenly. “She came in, she snared me, she drugged me, she stole the program.”

      
      “Think. Not a word? Possibly she mentioned the name of some other district.”

      
      “Nothing.”

      
      A pawn is all he is, innocent, useless. As I leave he cries out to me to intercede for him, but what can I do? “Your woman
         ruined me!” he roars.
      

      
      “She may have ruined us all,” I reply.

      
      At my request a district prosecutor accompanies me to Silena’s apartment, which has been under official seal since her disappearance.
         Its contents have been thoroughly examined, but maybe there is some clue I alone would notice. Entering, I feel a sharp pang
         of loss, for the sight of Silena’s possessions reminds me of happier times. These things are painfully familiar to me: her
         neat array of books, her clothing, her furnishings, her bed. I knew her only eleven weeks, she was my month-wife only for
         two; I had not realized she had come to mean so much to me so quickly. We look around, the prosecutor and I. The books testify
         to the agility of her restless mind: little light fiction, mainly works of serious history, analyses of social problems, forecasts
         of conditions to come. Holman, The Era of the World City. Sawtelle, Megalopolis Triumphant. Doxiadis, The New World of Urban Man. Heggebend, Fifty Billion Lives. Marks, Calcutta Is Everywhere. Chasin, The New Community. I take a few of the books down, fondling them as though they were Silena. Many times when I had spent an evening here she
         reached for one of those books, Sawtelle or Heggebend or Marks or Chasin, to read me a passage that amplified some point she
         was making. Idly I turn pages. Dozens of paragraphs are underscored with fine, precise lines, and lengthy marginal comments
         are abundant. “We’ve analyzed all of that for possible significance,” the prosecutor remarks. “The only thing we’ve concluded is that she thinks
         the world is too crowded for comfort.” A ratcheting laugh. “As who doesn’t?” He points to a stack of green-bound pamphlets
         at the end of a lower shelf. “These, on the other hand, may be useful in your search. Do you know anything about them?”
      

      
      The stack consists of nine copies of something called Walden Three: a Utopian fantasy, apparently, set in an idyllic land of streams and forests. The booklets are unfamiliar to me; Silena must
         have obtained them recently. Why nine copies? Was she acting as a distributor? They bear the imprint of a publishing house
         in Kingston. Ganfield and Kingston severed trade relations long ago; material published there is uncommon here. “I’ve never
         seen them,” I say. “Where do you think she got them?”
      

      
      “There are three main routes for subversive literature originating in Kingston. One is—”

      
      “Is this pamphlet subversive, then?”

      
      “Oh, very much so. It argues for complete reversal of the social trends of the last hundred years. As I was saying, there
         are three main routes for subversive literature originating in Kingston. We have traced one chain of distribution running
         by way of Wisleigh and Cedar Mall, another through Old Grove, Hawk Nest, and Conning Town, and the third via Parley Close
         and the Mill. It is plausible that your woman is in Kingston now, having traveled along one of these underground distribution
         routes, sheltered by her fellow subversives all the way. But we have no way of confirming this.” He smiles emptily. “She could
         be in any of the other communities along the three routes. Or in none of them.”
      

      
      “I should think of Kingston, though, as my ultimate goal, until I learn anything to the contrary. Is that right?”

      
      “What else can you do?”

      
      What else, indeed? I must search at random through an unknown number of hostile districts, having no clue other than the vague
         one implicit in the place of origin of these nine booklets, while time ticks on and Ganfield slips deeper day by day into
         confusion.
      

      
      The prosecutor’s office supplies me with useful things: maps, letters of introduction, a commuter’s passport that should enable
         me to cross at least some district lines unmolested, and an assortment of local currencies as well as banknotes issued by
         the central bank and therefore valid in most districts. Against my wishes I am given also a weapon—a small heat-pistol—and in addition a capsule that I can swallow in the event that a quick and easy death becomes desirable.
         As the final stage in my preparation I spend an hour conferring with a secret agent, now retired, whose career of espionage
         took him safely into hundreds of communities as far away as Threadmuir and Reed Meadow. What advice does he give someone about
         to try to get across? “Maintain your poise,” he says. “Be confident and self-assured, as though you belong in whatever place
         you find yourself. Never slink. Look all men in the eye. However, say no more than is necessary. Be watchful at all times.
         Don’t relax your guard.” Such precepts I could have evolved without his aid. He has nothing in the nature of specific hints
         for survival. Each district, he says, presents unique problems, constantly changing; nothing can be anticipated, everything
         must be met as it arises. How comforting!
      

      
      At nightfall I go to the soulfather’s house, in the shadow of Ganfield Tower. To leave without a blessing seems unwise. But
         there is something stagy and unspontaneous about my visit, and my faith flees as I enter. In the dim antechamber I light the
         nine candles, I pluck the five blades of grass from the ceremonial vase, I do the other proper ritual things, but my spirit
         remains chilled and hollow, and I am unable to pray. The soulfather himself, having been told of my mission, grants me audience—gaunt
         old man with impenetrable eyes set in deep bony rims—and favors me with a gentle feather-light embrace. “Go in safety,” he
         murmurs. “God watches over you.” I wish I felt sure of that. Going home, I take the most roundabout possible route, as if
         trying to drink in as much of Ganfield as I can on my last night. The diminishing past flows through me like a river running
         dry. My birthplace, my school, the streets where I played, the dormitory where I spent my adolescence, the home of my first
         month-wife. Farewell. Farewell. Tomorrow I go across. I return to my apartment alone; once more my sleep is fitful; an hour
         after dawn I find myself, astonished by it, waiting in line among the commuters at the mouth of the transit tube, bound for
         Conning Town. And so my crossing begins.
      

      
      6.

      
      Aboard the tube no one speaks. Faces are tense, bodies are held rigid in the plastic seats. Occasionally someone on the other
         side of the aisle glances at me as though wondering who this newcomer to the commuter group may be, but his eyes quickly slide away as I take notice. I know none of these commuters, though they must
         have dwelled in Ganfield as long as I; their lives have never intersected mine before. Engineers, merchants, diplomats, whatever—their
         careers are tied to districts other than their own. It is one of the anomalies of our ever more fragmented and stratified
         society that some regular contact still survives between community and community; a certain number of people must journey
         each day to outlying districts, where they work encapsulated, isolated, among unfriendly strangers.
      

      
      We plunge eastward at unimaginable speed. Surely we are past the boundaries of Ganfield by now and under alien territory.
         A glowing sign on the wall of the car announces our route: CONNING TOWN-HAWK NEST-OLD GROVE-KINGSTON-FOLKSTONE-PARLEY CLOSE-BUDLEIGH-CEDAR
         MALL-THE MILL-MORTON COURT-GANFIELD, a wide loop through our most immediate neighbors. I try to visualize the separate links
         in this chain of districts, each a community of three or four hundred thousand loyal and patriotic citizens, each with its
         own special tone, its flavor, its distinctive quality, its apparatus of government, its customs and rituals. But I can imagine
         them merely as a cluster of Ganfields, every place very much like the one I have just left. I know this is not so. The world-city
         is no homogenous collection of uniformities, a global bundle of indistinguishable suburbs. No, there is incredible diversity,
         a host of unique urban cores bound by common need into a fragile unity. No master plan brought them into being; each evolved
         at a separate point in time, to serve the necessities of a particular purpose. This community sprawls gracefully along a curving
         river, that one boldly mounts the slopes of stark hills; here the prevailing architecture reflects an easy, gentle climate,
         there it wars with unfriendly nature; form follows topography and local function, creating individuality. The world is a richness:
         why then do I see only ten thousand Ganfields?
      

      
      Of course it is not so simple. We are caught in the tension between forces which encourage distinctiveness and forces compelling
         all communities toward identicality. Centrifugal forces broke down the huge ancient cities, the Londons and Tokyos and New
         Yorks, into neighborhood communities that seized quasi-autonomous powers. Those giant cities were too unwieldy to survive;
         density of population, making long-distance transport unfeasible and communication difficult, shattered the urban fabric,
         destroyed the authority of the central government, and left the closely knit small-scale subcity as the only viable unit. Two dynamic and contradictory processes
         now asserted themselves. Pride and the quest for local advantage led each community toward specialization: this one a center
         primarily of industrial production, this one devoted to advanced education, this to finance, this to the processing of raw
         materials, this to wholesale marketing of commodities, this to retail distribution, and so on, the shape and texture of each
         district defined by its chosen function. And yet the new decentralization required a high degree of redundancy, duplication
         of governmental structures, of utilities, of community services; for its own safety each district felt the need to transform
         itself into a microcosm of the former full city. Ideally we should have hovered in perfect balance between specialization
         and redundancy, all communities striving to fulfil the needs of all other communities with the least possible overlap and
         waste of resources; in fact, our human frailty has brought into being these irreversible trends of rivalry and irrational
         fear, dividing district from district, so that against our own self-interest we sever year after year our bonds of interdependence
         and stubbornly seek self-sufficiency at the district level. Since this is impossible, our lives grow constantly more impoverished.
         In the end all districts will be the same and we will have created a world of pathetic limping Ganfields, devoid of grace,
         lacking in variety.
      

      
      So. The tube-train halts. This is Conning Town. I am across the first district line. I make my exit in a file of solemn-faced
         commuters. Imitating them, I approach a colossal cyclopean scanning machine and present my passport. It is unmarked by visas;
         theirs are gaudy with scores of them. I tremble, but the machine accepts me and slams down a stamp that fluoresces a brilliant
         shimmering crimson against the pale lavender page:
      

      
      DISTRICT OF CONNING TOWN

      
      ENTRY VISA

      
      24-HOUR VALIDITY

      
      Dated to the hour, minute, second. Welcome, stranger, but get out of town before sunrise!

      
      Up the purring ramp, into the street. Bright morning sunlight pries apart the slim sooty close-ranked towers of Conning Town.
         The air is cool and sweet, strange to me after so many sweltering days in programless demechanized Ganfield. Does our foul air drift across the border and offend them? Sullen eyes study me; those about me know
         me for an outsider. Their clothing is alien in style, pinched in at the shoulders, flaring at the waist. I find myself adopting
         an inane smile in response to their dour glares.
      

      
      For an hour I walk aimlessly through the downtown section until my first fears melt and a comic cockiness takes possession
         of me: I pretend to myself that I am a native, and enjoy the flimsy imposture. This place is not much unlike Ganfield, yet
         nothing is quite the same. The sidewalks are wider; the street lamps have slender arching necks instead of angular ones; the
         fire hydrants are green and gold, not blue and orange. The police machines have flatter domes than ours; ringed with ten or
         twelve spy-eyes where ours have six or eight. Different, different, all different.
      

      
      Three times I am halted by police machines. I produce my passport, display my visa, am allowed to continue. So far getting
         across has been easier than I imagined. No one molests me here. I suppose I look harmless. Why did I think my foreignness
         alone would lead these people to attack me? Ganfield is not at war with its neighbors, after all.
      

      
      Drifting eastward in search of a bookstore, I pass through a shabby residential neighborhood and through a zone of dismal
         factories before I reach an area of small shops. Then in late afternoon I discover three bookstores on the same block, but
         they are antiseptic places, not the sort that might carry subversive propaganda like Walden Three. The first two are wholly automated, blank-walled charge-plate-and-scanner operations. The third has a human clerk, a man
         of about thirty with drooping yellow mustachios and alert blue eyes. He recognizes the style of my clothing and says, “Ganfield,
         eh? Lot of trouble over there.”
      

      
      “You’ve heard?”

      
      “Just stories. Computer breakdown, isn’t it?”

      
      I nod. “Something like that.”

      
      “No police, no garbage removal, no weather control, hardly anything working—that’s what they say.” He seems neither surprised
         nor disturbed to have an outlander in his shop. His manner is amiable and relaxed. Is he fishing for data about our vulnerability,
         though? I must be careful not to tell him anything that might be used against us. But evidently they already know everything
         here. He says, “It’s a little like dropping back into the Stone Age for you people, I guess. It must be a real traumatic thing.”
      

      
      
      “We’re coping,” I say, stiffly casual.

      
      “How did it happen, anyway?”

      
      I give him a wary shrug. “I’m not sure about that.” Still revealing nothing. But then something in his tone of a moment before
         catches me belatedly and neutralizes some of the reflexive automatic suspicion with which I have met his questions. I glance
         around. No one else is in the shop. I let something conspiratorial creep into my voice and say, “It might not even be so traumatic,
         actually, once we get used to it. I mean, there once was a time when we didn’t rely so heavily on machines to do our thinking
         for us, and we survived and even managed pretty well. I was reading a little book last week that seemed to be saying we might
         profit by trying to return to the old way of life. Book published in Kingston.”
      

      
      “Walden Three.” Not a question but a statement.
      

      
      “That’s it.” My eyes query his. “You’ve read it?”

      
      “Seen it.”

      
      “A lot of sense in that book, I think.”

      
      He smiles warmly. “I think so too. You get much Kingston stuff over in Ganfield?”

      
      “Very little, actually.”

      
      “Not much here, either.”

      
      “But there’s some.”

      
      “Some, yes,” he says.

      
      Have I stumbled upon a member of Silena’s underground movement? I say eagerly, “You know, maybe you could help me meet some
         people who—”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “No?”

      
      “No.” His eyes are still friendly but his face is tense. “There’s nothing like that around here,” he says, his voice suddenly
         flat and remote. “You’d have to go over into Hawk Nest.”
      

      
      “I’m told that that’s a nasty place.”

      
      “Nevertheless. Hawk Nest is where you want to go. Nate and Holly Borden’s shop, just off Box Street.” Abruptly his manner
         shifts to one of exaggerated bland clerkishness. “Anything else I can do for you, sir? If you’re interested in supernovels
         we’ve got a couple of good new double-amplified cassettes, just in. Perhaps I can show you—”
      

      
      “Thank you, no.” I smile, shake my head, leave the store. A police machine waits outside. Its dome rotates; eye after eye
         scans me intently; finally its resonant voice says, “Your passport, please.” This routine is familiar by now. I produce the document. Through the bookshop window I see the clerk bleakly watching. The police machine
         says, “What is your place of residence in Conning Town?”
      

      
      “I have none. I’m here on a twenty-four-hour visa.”

      
      “Where will you spend the night?”

      
      “In a hotel, I suppose.”

      
      “Please show your room confirmation.”

      
      “I haven’t made arrangements yet,” I tell it.

      
      A long moment of silence: the machine is conferring with its central, no doubt, keying into the master program of Conning
         Town for instructions. At length it says, “You are advised to obtain a legitimate reservation and display it to a monitor
         at the earliest opportunity within the next four hours. Failure to do so will result in cancellation of your visa and immediate
         expulsion from Conning Town.” Some ominous clicks come from the depths of the machine. “You are now under formal surveillance,”
         it announces.
      

      
      Brimming with questions, I return hastily to the bookshop. The clerk is displeased to see me. Anyone who attracts monitors
         to his shop—“monitors” is what they call police machines here, it seems—is unwelcome. “Can you tell me how to reach the nearest
         decent hotel?” I ask.
      

      
      “You won’t find one.”

      
      “No decent hotels?”

      
      “No hotels. None where you could get a room, anyway. We have only two or three transient houses, and accommodations are allocated
         months in advance to regular commuters.”
      

      
      “Does the monitor know that?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “Where are strangers supposed to stay, then?”

      
      The clerk shrugs. “There’s no structural program here for strangers as such. The regular commuters have regular arrangements.
         Unauthorized intruders don’t belong here at all. You fall somewhere in between, I imagine. There’s no legal way for you to
         spend the night in Conning Town.”
      

      
      “But my visa—”

      
      “Even so.”

      
      “I’d better go on into Hawk Nest, I suppose.”

      
      “It’s late. You’ve missed the last tube. You’ve got no choice but to stay, unless you want to try a border crossing on foot
         in the dark. I wouldn’t recommend that.”
      

      
      
      “Stay? But where?”

      
      “Sleep in the street. If you’re lucky the monitors will leave you alone.”

      
      “Some quiet back alley, I suppose.”

      
      “No,” he says. “You sleep in an out-of-the-way place and you’ll surely get sliced up by night-bandits. Go to one of the designated
         sleeping streets. In the middle of a big crowd you might just go unnoticed, even though you’re under surveillance.” As he
         speaks he moves about the shop, closing it down for the night. He looks restless and uncomfortable. I take out my map of Conning
         Town and he shows me where to go. The map is some years out of date, apparently; he corrects it with irritable swipes of his
         pencil. We leave the shop together. I invite him to come with me to some restaurant as my guest, but he looks at me as if
         I carry plague. “Goodbye,” he says. “Good luck.”
      

      
      7.

      
      Alone, apart from the handful of other diners, I take my evening meal at a squalid, dimly lit automated cafeteria at the edge
         of downtown. Silent machines offer me thin acrid soup, pale spongy bread, and a leaden stew containing lumpy ingredients of
         undeterminable origin, for which I pay with yellow plastic counters of Conning Town currency. Emerging undelighted, I observe
         a reddish glow in the western sky: it may be a lovely sunset or, for all I know, may be a sign that Ganfield is burning. I
         look about for monitors. My four-hour grace period has nearly expired. I must disappear shortly into a throng. It seems too
         early for sleep, but I am only a few blocks from the place where the bookshop clerk suggested I should pass the night, and
         I go to it. Just as well: when I reach it—a wide plaza bordered by gray buildings of ornate facade—I find it already filling
         up with street-sleepers. There must be eight hundred of them, men, women, family groups, settling down in little squares of
         cobbled territory that are obviously claimed night after night under some system of squatters’ rights. Others constantly arrive,
         flowing inward from the plaza’s three entrances, finding their places, laying out foam cushions or mounds of clothing as their
         mattresses. It is a friendly crowd: these people are linked by bonds of neighborliness, a common poverty. They laugh, embrace,
         play games of chance, exchange whispered confidences, bicker, transact business, and join together in the rites of the local
         religion, performing a routine that involves six people clasping hands and chanting. Privacy seems obsolete here. They undress freely before one another, and
         there are instances of open coupling. The gaiety of the scene—a medieval carnival is what it suggests to me, a Breughelesque
         romp—is marred only by my awareness that this horde of revelers is homeless under the inhospitable skies, vulnerable to rain,
         sleet, damp fog, snow, and the other unkindnesses of winter and summer in these latitudes. In Ganfield we have just a scattering
         of street-sleepers, those who have lost their residential licenses and are temporarily forced into the open, but here it seems
         to be an established institution, as though Conning Town declared a moratorium some years ago on new residential construction
         without at the same time checking the increase of population.
      

      
      Stepping over and around and between people, I reach the center of the plaza and select an unoccupied bit of pavement. But
         in a moment a little ruddy-faced woman arrives, excited and animated, and with a Conning Town accent so thick I can barely
         understand her she tells me she holds claim here. Her eyes are bright with menace; her hands are not far from becoming claws;
         several nearby squatters sit up and regard me threateningly. I apologize for my error and withdraw, stumbling over a child
         and narrowly missing overturning a bubbling cooking pot. Onward. Not here. Not here. A hand emerges from a pile of blankets
         and strokes my leg as I look around in perplexity. Not here. A man with a painted face rises out of a miniature green tent
         and speaks to me in a language I do not understand. Not here. I move on again and again, thinking that I will be jostled out
         of the plaza entirely, excluded, disqualified even to sleep in this district’s streets, but finally I find a cramped corner
         where the occupants indicate I am welcome. “Yes?” I say. They grin and gesture. Gratefully I seize the spot.
      

      
      Darkness has come. The plaza continues to fill; at least a thousand people have arrived after me, cramming into every vacancy,
         and the flow does not abate. I hear booming laughter, idle chatter, earnest romantic persuasion, the brittle sound of domestic
         quarreling. Someone passes a jug of wine around, even to me: bitter stuff, fermented clam juice its probable base, but I appreciate
         the gesture. The night is warm, almost sticky. The scent of unfamiliar food drifts on the air, something sharp, spicy, a heavy
         pungent smell. Curry? Is this then truly Calcutta? I close my eyes and huddle into myself. The hard cobblestones are cold
         beneath me. I have no mattress and I feel unable to remove my clothes before so many strangers. It will be hard for me to
         sleep in this madhouse, I think. But gradually the hubbub diminishes and—exhausted, drained—I slide into a deep troubled sleep.
      

      
      Ugly dreams. The asphyxiating pressure of a surging mob. Rivers leaping their channels. Towers toppling. Fountains of mud
         bursting from a thousand lofty windows. Bands of steel encircling my thighs; my legs, useless, withering away. A torrent of
         lice sweeping over me. A frosty hand touching me. Touching me. Touching me. Pulling me up from sleep.
      

      
      Harsh white light drenches me. I blink, cringe, cover my eyes. Shortly I perceive that a monitor stands over me. About me
         the sleepers awake, backing away, murmuring, pointing.
      

      
      “Your street-sleeping permit, please.”

      
      Caught. I mumble excuses, plead ignorance of the law, beg forgiveness. But a police machine is neither malevolent nor merciful;
         it merely follows its program. It demands my passport and scans my visa. Then it reminds me I have been under surveillance.
         Having failed to obtain a hotel room as ordered, having neglected to report to a monitor within the prescribed interval, I
         am subject to expulsion.
      

      
      “Very well,” I say. “Conduct me to the border of Hawk Nest.”

      
      “You will return at once to Ganfield.”

      
      “I have business in Hawk Nest.”

      
      “Illegal entrants are returned to their district of origin.”

      
      “What does it matter to you where I go, so long as I get out of Conning Town?”

      
      “Illegal entrants are returned to their district of origin,” the machine tells me inexorably.

      
      I dare not go back with so little accomplished. Still arguing with the monitor, I am led from the plaza through dark cavernous
         streets toward the mouth of a transit tube. On the station level a second monitor is given charge of me. “In three hours,”
         the monitor that apprehended me informs me, “the Ganfield-bound train will arrive.”
      

      
      The first monitor rolls away.

      
      Too late I realize that the machine has neglected to return my passport.

      
      8.

      
      Monitor number two shows little interest in me. Patrolling the tube station, it swings in a wide arc around me, keeping a
         scanner perfunctorily trained on me but making no attempt to interfere with what I do. If I try to flee, of course, it will destroy me. Fretfully I study my maps. Hawk Nest lies to the northeast of Conning Town;
         if this is the tube station that I think it is, the border is not far. Five minutes’ walk, perhaps. Passportless, there is
         no place I can go except Ganfield; my commuter status is revoked. But legalities count for little in Hawk Nest.
      

      
      How to escape?

      
      I concoct a plan. Its simplicity seems absurd, yet absurdity is often useful when dealing with machines. The monitor is instructed
         to put me aboard the train for Ganfield, yes? But not necessarily to keep me there.
      

      
      I wait out the weary hours to dawn. I hear the crash of compressed air far up the tunnel. Snub-nosed, silken-smooth, the train
         slides into the station. The monitor orders me aboard. I walk into the car, cross it quickly, and exit by the open door on
         the far side of the platform. Even if the monitor has observed this maneuver, it can hardly fire across a crowded train. As
         I leave the car I break into a trot, darting past startled travelers, and sprint upstairs into the misty morning. At street
         level running is unwise. I drop back to a rapid walking pace and melt into the throngs of early workers. The street is Crystal
         Boulevard. Good, I have memorized a route: Crystal Boulevard to Flagstone Square, thence via Mechanic Street to the border.
      

      
      Presumably all monitors, linked to whatever central nervous system the machines of the district of Conning Town utilize, have
         instantaneously been apprised of my disappearance. But that is not the same as knowing where to find me. I head northward
         on Crystal Boulevard—its name shows a dark sense of irony, or else the severe transformations time can work—and, borne by
         the flow of pedestrian traffic, enter Flagstone Square, a grimy, lopsided plaza out of which, on the left, snakes curving
         Mechanic Street. I go unintercepted on this thoroughfare of small shops. The place to anticipate trouble is at the border.
      

      
      I am there in a few minutes. It is a wide dusty street, silent and empty, lined on the Conning Town side by a row of blocky
         brick warehouses, on the Hawk Nest side by a string of low ragged buildings, some in ruins, the best of them defiantly slatternly.
         There is no barrier. To fence a district border is unlawful except in time of war, and I have heard of no war between Conning
         Town and Hawk Nest.
      

      
      Dare I cross? Police machines of two species patrol the street: flat-domed ones of Conning Town and black, hexagon-headed
         ones of Hawk Nest. Surely one or the other will gun me down in the no man’s land between districts. But I have no choice. I must keep going forward.
      

      
      I run out into the street at a moment when two police machines, passing one another on opposite orbits, have left an unpatrolled
         space perhaps a block long. Midway in my crossing the Conning Town monitor spies me and blares a command. The words are unintelligible
         to me, and I keep running, zigzagging in the hope of avoiding the bolt that very likely will follow. But the machine does
         not shoot; I must already be on the Hawk Nest side of the line, and Conning Town no longer cares what becomes of me.
      

      
      The Hawk Nest machine has noticed me. It rolls toward me as I stumble, breathless and gasping, onto the curb. “Halt!” it cries.
         “Present your documents!” At that moment a red-bearded man, fierce-eyed, wide-shouldered, steps out of a decaying building
         close by me. A scheme assembles itself in my mind. Do the customs of sponsorship and sanctuary hold good in this harsh district.
      

      
      “Brother!” I cry. “What luck!” I embrace him, and before he can fling me off I murmur, “I am from Ganfield. I seek sanctuary
         here. Help me!”
      

      
      The machine has reached me. It goes into an interrogatory stance and I say, “This is my brother who offers me the privilege
         of sanctuary. Ask him! Ask him!”
      

      
      “Is this true?” the machine inquire.

      
      Redbeard, unsmiling, spits and mutters, “My brother, yes. A political refugee. I’ll stand sponsor to him. I vouch for him.
         Let him be.”
      

      
      The machine clicks, hums, assimilates. To me it says, “You will register as a sponsored refugee within twelve hours or leave
         Hawk Nest.” Without another word it rolls away.
      

      
      I offer my sudden savior warm thanks. He scowls, shakes his head, spits once again. “We owe each other nothing,” he says brusquely
         and goes striding down the street.
      

      
      9.

      
      In Hawk Nest nature has followed art. The name, I have heard, once had purely neutral connotations: some real-estate developer’s
         high-flown metaphor, nothing more. Yet it determined the district’s character, for gradually Hawk Nest became the home of
         predators that it is today, where all men are strangers, where every man is his brother’s enemy.
      

      
      
      Other districts have their slums. Hawk Nest is a slum. I am told they live here by looting, cheating, extorting, and manipulating. An odd economic base for an entire community,
         but maybe it works for them. The atmosphere is menacing. The only police machines seem to be those that patrol the border.
         I sense emanations of violence just beyond the corner of my eye: rapes and garrottings in shadowy byways, flashing knives
         and muffled groans, covert cannibal feasts. Perhaps my imagination works too hard. Certainly I have gone unthreatened so far;
         those I meet on the streets pay no heed to me, indeed will not even return my glance. Still, I keep my heat-pistol close by
         my hand as I walk through these shabby, deteriorating outskirts. Sinister faces peer at me through cracked, dirt-veiled windows.
         If I am attacked, will I have to fire in order to defend myself? God spare me from having to answer that.
      

      
      10.

      
      Why is there a bookshop in this town of murder and rubble and decay? Here is Box Street, and here, in an oily pocket of spare-parts
         depots and fly-specked quick-lunch counters, is Nate and Holly Borden’s place. Five times as deep as it is broad, dusty, dimly
         lit, shelves overflowing with old books and pamphlets: an improbable outpost of the nineteenth century, somehow displaced
         in time. There is no one in it but a large, impassive woman seated at the counter, fleshy, puffy-faced, motionless. Her eyes,
         oddly intense, glitter like glass discs set in a mound of dough. She regards me without curiosity.
      

      
      I say, “I’m looking for Holly Borden.”

      
      “You’ve found her,” she replies, deep in the baritone range.

      
      “I’ve come across from Ganfield by way of Conning Town.”

      
      No response from her to this.

      
      I continue, “I’m traveling without a passport. They confiscated it in Conning Town and I ran the border.”

      
      She nods. And waits. No show of interest.

      
      “I wonder if you could sell me a copy of Walden Three,” I say.
      

      
      Now she stirs a little. “Why do you want one?”

      
      “I’m curious about it. It’s not available in Ganfield.”

      
      “How do you know I have one?”

      
      “Is anything illegal in Hawk Nest?”

      
      
      She seems annoyed that I have answered a question with a question. “How do you know I have a copy of that book?”
      

      
      “A bookshop clerk in Conning Town said you might.”

      
      A pause. “All right. Suppose I do. Did you come all the way from Ganfield just to buy a book?” Suddenly she leans forward
         and smiles—a warm, keen, penetrating smile that wholly transforms her face: now she is keyed up, alert, responsive, shrewd,
         commanding. “What’s your game?” she asks.
      

      
      “My game?”

      
      “What are you playing? What are you up to here?”

      
      It is the moment for total honesty. “I’m looking for a woman named Silena Ruiz, from Ganfield. Have you heard of her?”

      
      “Yes. She’s not in Hawk Nest.”

      
      “I think she’s in Kingston. I’d like to find her.”

      
      “Why? To arrest her?”

      
      “Just to talk to her. I have plenty to discuss with her. She was my month-wife when she left Ganfield.”

      
      “The month must be nearly up,” Holly Borden says.

      
      “Even so,” I reply. “Can you help me reach her?”

      
      “Why should I trust you?”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      She ponders that briefly. She studies my face. I feel the heat of her scrutiny. At length she says, “I expect to be making
         a journey to Kingston soon. I suppose I could take you with me.”
      

      
      11.

      
      She opens a trapdoor; I descend into a room beneath the bookshop. After a good many hours a thin, gray-haired man brings me
         a tray of food. “Call me Nate,” he says. Overhead I hear indistinct conversations, laughter, the thumping of boots on the
         wooden floor. In Ganfield famine may be setting in by now. Rats will be dancing around Ganfield Hold. How long will they keep
         me here? Am I a prisoner? Two days. Three. Nate will answer no questions. I have books, a cot, a sink, a drinking glass. On
         the third day the trapdoor opens. Holly Borden peers down. “We’re ready to leave,” she says.
      

      
      The expedition consists just of the two of us. She is going to Kingston to buy books and travels on a commercial passport
         that allows for one helper. Nate drives us to the tube-mouth in midafternoon. It no longer seems unusual to me to be passing from district
         to district; they are not such alien and hostile places, merely different from the place I know. I see myself bound on an
         odyssey that carries me across hundreds of districts, even thousands, the whole patchwork frenzy of our world. Why return
         to Ganfield? Why not go on, ever eastward, to the great ocean and beyond, to the unimaginable strangenesses on the far side?
      

      
      Here we are in Kingston. An old district, one of the oldest. We are the only ones who journey hither today from Hawk Nest.
         There is only a perfunctory inspection of passports. The police machines of Kingston are tall, long-armed, with fluted bodies
         ornamented in stripes of red and green: quite a gay effect. I am becoming an expert in local variations of police-machine
         design. Kingston itself is a district of low pastel buildings arranged in spokelike boulevards radiating from the famed university
         that is its chief enterprise. No one from Ganfield has been admitted to the university in my memory.
      

      
      Holly is expecting friends to meet her, but they have not come. We wait fifteen minutes. “Never mind,” she says. “We’ll walk.”
         I carry the luggage. The air is soft and mild; the sun, sloping toward Folkstone and Budleigh, is still high. I feel oddly
         serene. It is as if I have perceived a divine purpose, an overriding plan, in the structure of our society, in our sprawling
         city of many cities, our network of steel and concrete clinging like an armor of scales to the skin of our planet. But what
         is that purpose? What is that plan? The essence of it eludes me; I am aware only that it must exist. A cheery delusion.
      

      
      Fifty paces from the station we are abruptly surrounded by a dozen or more buoyant young men who emerge from an intersecting
         street. They are naked but for green loincloths; their hair and beards are untrimmed and unkempt; they have a fierce and barbaric
         look. Several carry long unsheathed knives strapped to their waists. They circle wildly about us, laughing, jabbing at us
         with their fingertips. “This is a holy district!” they cry. “We need no blasphemous strangers here! Why must you intrude on
         us?”
      

      
      “What do they want?” I whisper. “Are we in danger?”

      
      “They are a band of priests,” Holly replies. “Do as they say and we will come to no harm.”

      
      They press close. Leaping, dancing, they shower us with sprays of perspiration. “Where are you from?” they demand. “Ganfield,”
         I say. “Hawk Nest,” says Holly. They seem playful yet dangerous. Surging about me, they empty my pockets in a series of quick jostling forays: I lose my heat-pistol, my maps, my useless letters of introduction,
         my various currencies, everything, even my suicide capsule. These things they pass among themselves, exclaiming over them;
         then the heat-pistol and some of the currency are returned to me. “Ganfield,” they murmur. “Hawk Nest!” There is distaste
         in their voices. “Filthy places,” they say. “Places scorned by God,” they say. They seize our hands and haul us about, making
         us spin. Heavy-bodied Holly is surprisingly graceful, breaking into a serene lumbering dance that makes them applaud in wonder.
      

      
      One, the tallest of the group, catches our wrists and says, “What is your business in Kingston?”

      
      “I come to purchase books,” Holly declares.

      
      “I come to find my month-wife Silena,” say I.

      
      “Silena! Silena! Silena!” Her name becomes a jubilant incantation on their lips. “His month-wife! Silena! His month-wife!
         Silena! Silena! Silena!”
      

      
      The tall one thrusts his face against mine and says, “We offer you a choice. Come and make prayer with us, or die on the spot.”

      
      “We choose to pray,” I tell him.

      
      They tug at our arms, urging us impatiently onward. Down street after street until at last we arrive at holy ground: a garden
         plot, insignificant in area, planted with unfamiliar bushes and flowers, tended with evident care. They push us inside.
      

      
      “Kneel,” they say.

      
      “Kiss the sacred earth.”

      
      “Adore the things that grow in it, strangers.”

      
      “Give thanks to God for the breath you have just drawn.”

      
      “And for the breath you are about to draw.”

      
      “Sing!”

      
      “Weep!”

      
      “Laugh!”

      
      “Touch the soil!”

      
      “Worship!”

      
      12.

      
      Silena’s room is cool and quiet, in the upper story of a residence overlooking the university grounds. She wears a soft green
         robe of coarse texture, no jewelery, no face paint. Her demeanor is calm and self-assured. I had forgotten the delicacy of her features, the cool malicious sparkle of her dark eyes.
      

      
      “The master program?” she says, smiling. “I destroyed it!”

      
      The depth of my love for her unmans me. Standing before her, I feel my knees turning to water. In my eyes she is bathed in
         a glittering aura of sensuality. I struggle to control myself. “You destroyed nothing,” I say. “Your voice betrays the lie.”
      

      
      “You think I still have the program?”

      
      “I know you do.”

      
      “Well, yes,” she admits coolly. “I do.”

      
      My fingers tremble. My throat parches. An adolescent foolishness seeks to engulf me.

      
      “Why did you steal it?” I ask.

      
      “Out of love of mischief.”

      
      “I see the lie in your smile. What was the true reason?”

      
      “Does it matter?”

      
      “The district is paralyzed, Silena. Thousands of people suffer. We are at the mercy of raiders from adjoining districts. Many
         have already died of the heat, the stink of garbage, the failure of the hospital equipment. Why did you take the program?”
      

      
      “Perhaps I had political reasons.”

      
      “Which were?”

      
      “To demonstrate to the people of Ganfield how utterly dependent on these machines they have allowed themselves to become.”

      
      “We knew that already,” I say. “If you meant only to dramatize our weaknesses, you were pressing the obvious. What was the
         point of crippling us? What could you gain from it?”
      

      
      “Amusement?”

      
      “Something more than that. You’re not that shallow, Silena.”

      
      “Something more than that, then. By crippling Ganfield I help to change things. That’s the purpose of any political act. To
         display the need for change, so that change may come about.”
      

      
      “Simply displaying the need is not enough.”

      
      “It’s a place to begin.”

      
      “Do you think stealing our program was a rational way to bring change, Silena?”

      
      “Are you happy?” she retorts. “Is this the kind of world you want?”

      
      “It’s the world we have to live in whether we like it or not. And we need that program in order to go on coping. Without it
         we are plunged into chaos.”
      

      
      
      “Fine. Let chaos come. Let everything fall apart, so we can rebuild it.”

      
      “Easy enough to say, Silena. What about the innocent victims of your revolutionary zeal, though?”

      
      She shrugs. “There are always innocent victims in any revolution.” In a sinuous movement she rises and approaches me. The
         closeness of her body is dazzling and maddening. With exaggerated voluptuousness she croons, “Stay here. Forget Ganfield.
         Life is good here. These people are building something worth having.”
      

      
      “Let me have the program,” I say.

      
      “They must have replaced it by now.”

      
      “Replacing it is impossible. The program is vital to Ganfield, Silena. Let me have it.”

      
      She emits an icy laugh.

      
      “I beg you, Silena.”

      
      “How boring you are!”

      
      “I love you.”

      
      “You love nothing but the status quo. The shape of things as they are gives you great joy. You have the soul of a bureaucrat.”

      
      “If you have always had such contempt for me, why did you become my month-wife?”

      
      She laughs again. “For sport, perhaps.”

      
      Her words are like knives. Suddenly, to my own astonishment, I am brandishing the heat-pistol. “Give me the program or I’ll
         kill you!” I cry.
      

      
      She is amused. “Go. Shoot. Can you get the program from a dead Silena?”

      
      “Give it to me.”

      
      “How silly you look holding that gun!”

      
      “I don’t have to kill you,” I tell her. “I can merely wound you. This pistol is capable of inflicting light burns that scar
         the skin. Shall I give you blemishes, Silena?”
      

      
      “Whatever you wish. I’m at your mercy.”

      
      I aim the pistol at her thigh. Silena’s face remains expressionless. My arm stiffens and begins to quiver. I struggle with
         the rebellious muscles, but I succeed in steadying my aim only for a moment before the tremors return. An exultant gleam enters
         her eyes. A flush of excitement spreads over her face. “Shoot,” she says defiantly. “Why don’t you shoot me?”
      

      
      She knows me too well. We stand in a frozen tableau for an endless moment outside time—a minute, an hour, a second?—and then my arm sags to my side. I put the pistol away. It never would have been possible for me to fire it. A powerful feeling
         assails me of having passed through some subtle climax: it will all be downhill from here for me, and we both know it. Sweat
         drenches me. I feel defeated, broken.
      

      
      Silena’s features reveal intense scorn. She has attained some exalted level of consciousness in these past few moments where
         all acts become gratuitous, where love and hate and revolution and betrayal and loyalty are indistinguishable from one another.
         She smiles the smile of someone who has scored the winning point in a game, the rules of which will never be explained to
         me.
      

      
      “You little bureaucrat,” she says calmly. “Here!”

      
      From a closet she brings forth a small parcel which she tosses disdainfully to me. It contains a drum of computer film. “The
         program?” I ask. “This must be some joke. You wouldn’t actually give it to me, Silena.”
      

      
      “You hold the master program of Ganfield in your hand.”

      
      “Really, now?”

      
      “Really, really,” she says. “The authentic item. Go on. Go. Get out. Save your stinking Ganfield.”

      
      “Silena—”

      
      “Go.”

      
      13.

      
      The rest is tedious but simple. I locate Holly Borden, who has purchased a load of books. I help her with them, and we return
         via tube to Hawk Nest. There I take refuge beneath the bookshop once more while a call is routed through Old Grove, Parley
         Close, the Mill, and possibly some other districts to the district captain of Ganfield. It takes two days to complete the
         circuit, since district rivalries make a roundabout relay necessary. Ultimately I am connected and convey my happy news: I
         have the program, though I have lost my passport and am forbidden to cross Conning Town. Through diplomatic channels a new
         passport is conveyed to me a few days later, and I take the tube home the long way, via Budleigh, Cedar Mall, and Morton Court.
         Ganfield is hideous, all filth and disarray, close to the point of irreversible collapse; its citizens have lapsed into a
         deadly stasis and await their doom placidly. But I have returned with the program.
      

      
      
      The captain praises my heroism. I will be rewarded, he says. I will have promotion to the highest ranks of the civil service,
         with hope of ascent to the district council.
      

      
      But I take pale pleasure from his words. Silena’s contempt still governs my thoughts. Bureaucrat. Bureaucrat.

      
      14.

      
      Still, Ganfield is saved. The police machines have begun to move again.
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