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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


I HAVE BEEN a professional writer some twenty-five years, now. This fact sometimes comes as a bit of a shock to the rather naive face that peers back at me from my shaving mirror. So does the thought that, after years as an editor, a print production consultant, an advertising and public relations man, a bicycle hobbyist with one repair manual to his credit and an anecdotal book on bicycles due to be published, a political speech writer and campaign advisor, a biographer of Harry S Truman, a motor vehicle tester and columnist, a soccer organizer, a complexly middle-class householder and retired poultry farmer, I am nevertheless always introduced as “a science fiction writer.” And rightly so. The nonwriting is done for the liking of it, or the occasional need of a paycheck. The writing is done because I cannot help but do it. And it is usually in some of the many forms recognized as “Science fiction,” though far from always.


“Science fiction”—or SF, as I learned to call it from Judith Merril—takes up where unreality leaves off. It is a superb tool for exploring what is real about people and about the nature of the universe in general. Most fiction is devoted to perpetuating easy, comforting ideas that make life softer for us. Some science fiction does the same, sometimes with more ingenuity. All science fiction, like any other human expression, is full of hidden flaws of self-delusion. But in some cases it has at least no deliberate flaws of that sort. I leave it to you to decide how well I hew to that ideal. But I can tell you I try, very hard.


The publishers of this volume have asked me to tell you something about each of the stories here. I have done so, in a shortish blurb preceding each one. I hope you do not find me immodest, and I hope you are not dismayed by some of my motivations and the sources of my inspiration. To the best of my  ability to determine, they are different only in detail from those of any other writer I know, or have reliably learned about. But any given story springs from my general background as a human being who is unreservedly bound to express reactions to what he notes around him … that is, who is an artist.


It so happens I write more successfully than I draw, sculp, sing, or act. And so I tell stories, within which it is usually not too difficult to see what has been of particular interest to me this time. But what is of general interest, and why? It’s a big world, with much happiness and charm to be found in it. Why do I, for instance, choose to write stories—not all of them “science fiction,” or even “SF,” but obviously all from the same world-view—which can be aptly collected under the descriptive title, Blood and Burning? People have said I write about maniacs. Why do I like maniacs so much?


Well, few of them are maniacs to me. They are people whose motivations are focussed on some single object, so that I can show them to you better. In real life, such people would give the impression of mania. But many of my characters have other thoughts, and do other deeds at other times; it’s that they’re not doing them right this minute. Some of them are only just entering upon whatever singleminded activity confronts their consciousness as the story opens. Others are going to abandon their immediate drama as soon as the story ends, though they will certainly not be the same as they once were.


None of them does anything I don’t believe is possible to a driven but logical person. Although, of course, some of them are doomed by their actions in the story. I like them. None of them—certainly not the crippled ex-officer with his Dobermans, or the overwrought architect in Panorama Towers, or the man who called his neighbors chicken punks—is villainous to me. I love them. I do not love Dusty Haverman, but, then, where is he to be found, that someone might love him? I feel for him as much as he could feel for you or me. I love Austin Gelvarry.


Nevertheless, I am a writer because when I was very young I laid eyes on the great maniac. I stood in the window of an apartment in what was then Königsberg, East Prussia, and watched Adolf Hitler go by in the back of his open black Mercedes. I watched the onlookers—my neighbors, their friends, my kindergarten playmates, the adolescent boys and girls who lived in that city where Immanuel Kant lies buried in a cathedral, the impeccable poliziers who directed traffic and were always so helpful—lose all control of themselves. They ran for the bushes in the park and on our front lawn, tugging at their clothes, clutching at each other, fainting, soiling themselves, and making an indescribable sound. For someone who has just been given his first book of instructive Doré-illustrated tales from the New Testament, who has just emerged from a fascination with matters of the toilet, and who at other times had been coddled and fawned over by some of those same confident and knowledgeable inhabitants of a rational and essentially conformable world, this sort of thing comes as a revelation. In short, when I was four, the thunderclap fell upon me that I was come to consciousness in a world of werewolves.


I would not put it so strongly now. And it wasn’t all that much longer before I discovered that I had no business holding myself out to myself as an aloof—and blameless—observer who need have no fear of the full moon. You give me the right reason, and I will be as hairy as the next lycanthrope, in an instant. Or something as close to it—as foolish, as hopeful, as essentially optimistic. They really thought he was making them better, you know. He could do it to them not because he promised conquest and material comfort—those were means and products. What he promised them, I really think, was that they would no longer be constrained by circumstance from being able to do the noble and right thing every time. No matter what.


And that is hope. All my people have hope.




—Algis Budrys


    Evanston, Illinois


    1978









Some of my story scenarios assemble themselves over the years. This is one of them. First—when I was just beginning to list ideas I might write as SF professionally—I noted that eating an intelligent alien might not, under some circumstances, fall under the taboo of cannibalism. Then, years later, my family and I lived in a coastal Atlantic community—among good people, who were kind to us—which serves as the physical model for the locale of this story. Finally, one day in Illinois I had a need to think about immunology, and I thought about all this, instead.


You might say this story is a hell of a way to repay hospitality, and you might be right. But none of the people in this story is drawn from among our many friends in New Jersey, although they are equally human. The operatic scene is from my aunt, Vladislava Grigaitiene, prima donna of the Lithuanian State Opera, and from Delilah, a neglected novel by Noah Goodrich.





Be Merry


OUR OLD MAN is a good Old Man. His name is Colston McCall, and I don’t know what he used to do before. Now he’s Chief of Policing for the Western District of Greater New York, and he knows what’s important and what isn’t.


I was sitting under a big pine tree, feeling weak and dizzy. I had taken a load of aspirin, and my stomach wasn’t feeling right. But it was a nice sunny day. I could feel the soft, lumpy bark giving in to the weight of my back. The branches made a sweet, shady canopy.


The ground was soft under the spongey pine needles, too, and it felt good sitting there, looking out over the meadows. There were wild flowers growing.


We might have had that ground plowed up, and people planting things. But there weren’t enough people to plow up every thing, and we had as many fields going as we had machinery for. We were doing our best. It still took a lot of people who had to go into the warehouses for packaged food that hadn’t spoiled. There just wasn’t any way we could have been organized better. We all had something useful to do, all of us who weren’t in beds. I shouldn’t have been sitting under any tree.


But it was a beautiful day, and I had been hurting bad all night and morning. The doctors in the hospital had given me a piece of paper saying I only had to work when I wanted to. I guess that means I only had to work when I could stand it, but if they had written it out that way it would have made a sadist out of anybody who asked me if I would do something for him. We’ve gotten very careful. Very considerate, in nice practical ways. Our manners are lousy, because there’s no time to be polite, but it’s true what people used to say—the fewer people are, the more important people become. I remember what it was like back before the Klarri had their accident, but I can’t believe how mean people used to be to each other. I remember specific things they did to each other, and it gets me boiling mad because that’s how I’d feel if somebody tried to do that kind of thing to me these days. It’s how we’d all feel.


I think some of the things that used to make us sick, before, came from living like that. I think that if I was fifteen years younger and just coming to make my own way in the world we have now, I wouldn’t have my trouble, and I wouldn’t have to sit here thinking. I mean, a man like me who had come so well through the Klarri sicknesses should have had a lot to do in this world, and instead I was shutting off because of something the old world had done to me.


I wished I wasn’t sitting under the tree. I wished I wasn’t trying to soak it all in. I knew that if I could, I would soak in all the sun and pine trees and wild flowers in the world, just for me.


I had thrown away the note the doctor had given me on the back of a page torn off a calendar pad. Well, you don’t keep a note like that. Not when it’s been written with a pencil stub by the light of a gasoline lantern in a big tent. Not when the doctor’s so tired, and the people in the tent are so bad off from sicknesses nobody knows. I mean you don’t walk around with something like that in your pocket. I would rather just sit here for a while and feel guilty.


But, you know, you can’t keep that up very long. You know all you’re doing is playing with yourself, because any time you feel guilty for having something simple and clearcut like cancer, you’re really just pretending you can afford luxuries. I didn’t have to feel guilty about anything, not one blessed thing. But it’s human to feel guilty, and the thing about any kind of pain isn’t the pain. It’s that it turns you back to that wet, helpless thing you were when you were born. You know the sky and the earth have gone soft and could smother you or swallow you any time. You know it’s not that way for anybody else. Other people are still doing things in a world that will still be there and be dependable tomorrow. But you’re not. You’ve poled your raft to a one-man island of jelly. So you enjoy the chance to put splinters into yourself. And that’s playing.


I was just starting to get up when Artel, my partner, came walking to me from the Old Man’s house. “Ed,” he said “Mr. McCall wants to talk to us.”


“Right,” I said, and the two of us walked back. Facing this way, I could see all the tents, and the houses that had been turned into offices, and the tracks of trucks and people cutting back and forth across what used to be the front and back lawns of the development. The whole thing was turning into a plain of mud, but at least there was a decent amount of space between the houses and a decent amount of open ground to put up tents and prefabs on, instead of everything jammed together the way it was in the cities and towns.


It was rotten in the cities and towns. Not just the fires, or the other kinds of trouble you get when a bunch of close-packed people get awfully sick and lose their heads. We were over that, but still when you went into some place where the buildings were like walls along the street and everything should have been alive and working, selling shoes and groceries, the feeling of death would come over you and you couldn’t do anything useful. They used to talk about how people were all moving out of the cities, before. Maybe because they already had something like that kind of feeling. Anyway, this place where the Old Man had set up was a development out along Route 46, and back in there up in the hills, there were lakes and wild animals, and you had a better feeling. You had better contact with the permanent things of the world.


“Is he sending us out on something?” I asked Artel.


“Yes.”


Artel didn’t ever talk much. The Old Man had teamed us up about a year ago, and it worked well. Klarri are a lot like us. Their arms and legs are longer in proportion to their bodies, and their shoulders are wider. They have long, narrow skulls, with all the cerebral cortex formed over what would be the back of the brain in a human, so if you’re a highbrow among the Klarri, you’re a bigdome. When they haven’t washed for a few hours, there’s a light, rusty deposit that forms on their skins and turns them that color. And nobody likes the way their teeth look. If a human being had teeth like that, he had some bad vitamin deficiency when he was a kid. But they’re decent people. When they look at a hospital, I think they feel exactly the way we would if spaceships of ours had brought pestilence to a whole world of theirs.


There’s one other thing about Klarri. Their kids all walk bent forward, and so do some of their adults, because that’s the way their spines are. But they have a lot of trouble with that. It’s like appendicitis with humans, and there isn’t a Klarr who isn’t aware that he could have severe back trouble almost any time. So there’s a lot of them have had a fusing operation on the lower spinal column, either because they became crippled, or they started to feel little twinges and they got worried and had it done right away. It’s just like people. Only instead of appendicitis scars, the ones who’ve had the fusing operation have this funny way of walking and standing as if they were about to fall over backwards. Artel was like that, but he also had to wear a back brace because he’d been hurt in the lifeboat crash that killed his wife and children. Back braces are faster than refusing operations.


You see, there can’t be any doubt about it any longer. You do the best you can. We don’t much believe in theory any more. You can be as civilized as the Klarri, and know you shouldn’t go around contaminating other people’s worlds, but when your faster-than-light ship breaks down and you’ve got to ditch, you pile into the lifeboats and you ditch. If you’re really lucky you’ve had your FTL breakdown within reaching-distance of a solar system, and the solar system’s got a planet you can live on; you come down any way you can, and you don’t put decontamination high on your priority list. Life is hard; it’s hard for Klarri, it’s hard for humans. You spend each day living with whatever happened the day before, and that’s it—that’s how it is in all Creation, for everything with brains enough.




II





Colston McCall was a big man—there must have been a time when he weighed close to two hundred fifty pounds. He was way over six feet tall, and now he was all muscle and bones except for a little bit of a belly. He was about fifty or fifty-five, I guess, and he would lean back in his chair and look at a problem and solve it in a voice that must have been hell on his help in the days when he was running some kind of company. Whenever he raised his voice and called out a man’s name, that man would get there quickly.


We went through into his office, and he looked up and waved us toward a couple of folding metal chairs. “Sit down, men.” We did, with Artel straddling his chair backwards the way cowboys did in movie saloons.


“How are you feeling, Ed?”


“All right.”


The Old Man looked straight at me for just a second. “Can you go twenty miles to someplace where there might not be any doctors?”


Well, the only other answer to that is, “No sir, I’m ready to lie down and die,” so I didn’t say that.


“All right. There’s a town down the coast where nobody’s sick.”


Artel sat up straight. “I beg your pardon?”


The Old Man laid his hand down flat on a small stack of papers. “These people have never asked for any medicines. Now, I don’t know what that means. We first contacted them about two and a half years ago. One of our scouts found a party from their town foraging through the highway discount houses down along Route 35, there.”


I nodded. That was the usual pattern in those days. The towns were all gutted on the inside, and any survivors had to start spreading out and looking for supplies outside. But that was a mug’s game. You burned up what fuel you had, running emptier and emptier trucks farther and farther, coming back with less and less. What happened after that was they’d pool their remaining fuel, load everybody into the trucks and come busting up north, because everybody had the idea the big city had to be different.


The Old Man went on: “Well, it turned out that, for once in a great while, these were the kind of people who’d stay put if we’d promise to send food down. So that’s how it’s been ever since.”


And pretty grateful we were, too, I thought.


“Well, that was all right,” the Old Man said, “but it’s getting to be too much of a good thing, maybe. They’re not complaining at all. You’ve got to figure any medical supplies they might have had left would be pretty much down to basics by now. Your antibiotics and your other fancy drugs either don’t exist any more or have turned to mush. Well, hell, you know that.”


We knew. It was the biggest problem we had; things were tightening up pretty badly. And it wasn’t any use being able to grow penicillin or any of those fermentation drugs you don’t need much of a plant for. All that stuff was just so much extra peanut butter on the sandwich for the strains of bug we had now.


“But these people don’t seem to have noticed that. They don’t even complain about their food; they take whatever the trucks bring, they never ask for more, they never ask for anything different from what they get. I don’t like it when people don’t gripe about what we can deliver. And these people just take it and go away with it and never say a word.”


“How many people?” I asked.


“A hundred and eighty-odd. I cut down their ration by three per cent just to see what would happen. They haven’t reacted at all. About the medicine, I had one of the drivers ask them if they needed a doctor, and they said no. They didn’t say they had a doctor, and they didn’t say they were all healthy. They just said ‘No’ and walked away.”


“They’re either very lucky or very generous,” Artel said.


The Old Man gave him a quick look. “I’m always ready to believe in those things up to a point. But now I’d like to know if maybe there’s something they haven’t told anybody about.”


Artel nodded.


I wanted to know about the food part. “What kind of a town is it?” I asked. “What kind of people are they? Could they be fishing or farming?”


“Not in that country,” the Old Man said. “They’re just property owners—squatters, some of them, but it’s a community. All friends and relatives, all townies. Real estate agents, storekeepers, tree surgeons—all they know is how to sell cars and salt water taffy to each other.” He sounded angry. The same thing angered us all: it had turned out farming was more than scratching the ground and dropping seeds into it. And it’s slow, besides being hard to learn. He’d tell you just the opposite, but your hungry townsman would rather die than farm.


It sounds good, to just wave a hand and say, “Let there be light again.” But that’s the kind of thing that drives you wild. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are ducks, and they nibble you to death.


“No, I don’t believe it,” the Old Man said, slapping the inventory control forms again. “Go down there and find out about it. Come back and tell me about it. Quietly.”


“Of course,” Artel said. “It wouldn’t do to raise false hopes.”


“Or even real ones.” That was what made him a leader and me and Artel troopers. Our Old Man likes to go softly. He might not have been a top man before, when you had to move bing, bing, bing because the competition was clicking along right behind you. But he was good for us now.


You want to keep it soft. You want to take it slow and easy, and you have to know what to let slide. Cancer, they say, used to hit twenty-five per cent of the population in one of its forms or another. They had been pretty close to cures, before. They weren’t any closer now, because you can afford to ignore something like that when you’ve had diseases that each kill sixty, seventy per cent in one summer.


You don’t even care whether it was all the Klarri’s fault or not. They were in awful trouble, too, cast away on an uncharted shoal, with our diseases beating the hell out of their survivors, and them with fewer biochemists than we had. I mean—what are you going to do? You could have some kind of lurching war and string them all up to lampposts, but there were better things to do with the energy, especially now mat the first impact had passed and most of us that were going to die of each other were pretty much dead. If somebody was to put me in a time machine and send me back, the people then ought to shoot me down like a mad dog in the streets; I was carrying more kinds of death in me than anybody ever dreamed of, before. And if it wasn’t for this home-grown thing of my own, I’d count as a healthy man by today’s way of judging. So you don’t worry about yesterday. You take what you have, and you work with it today.


“All right,” the Old Man said. “Go down there, the two of you. Maybe we’ve got a miracle.” That was as close as any one of the three of us got to laughing and clapping each other on the back and crying hallelujah.


I went down to the hospital while Artel waited for me. I walked through to the back, to where the dispensary was. The idea was, if you were well enough to walk in and ask for medicine, you had better be sick enough to walk by all those beds and still want medicine. I saw them all; the ones with the sores, and the ones with the twisted limbs, the ones with the blind eyes, and the ones with the hemorrhages. I heard them and I smelled them, human and Klarri.


These were survivors. The losers were dead. These were the ones you could expect still had a chance to live, if they could be kept strong enough to avoid things like pneumonia and the other killers of the weakened. I still had some kind of low-grade lymph node trouble. My arms would go to sleep, and I couldn’t squeeze anything very hard without having my fingers go numb for hours afterward. While they were trying to do something about whatever bug it was that made my lymphatic system react, they found this other thing that had been living in me for quite some time already.


It didn’t matter. I was around yet to walk down between the beds. Now, my Mary had drowned in her own blood. And I’d had this kid, about six, with his own little two-wheeler. A sidewalk bike, with solid rubber wheels, that was supposed to be for just diddling around in front of the house. Kind of a first step after graduating from a trike. There was an ice cream store that was open on Sundays fourteen blocks away from where we lived, and about ten days before the Klarri lifeboats came showering in from the sky, this kid and I had gone to that ice cream store, with me on my Sears, Roebuck three-speed and him on that boneshaker of his. Six years old, and pumping away like mad with just a little four-inch crank sprocket that gave him no speed at all, and me reminding him to slow down and pace himself, and him grinning over at me as he went bouncing over the potholes in the alleys. Good little kid.


The dispenser nodded when he saw me coming. He was a young Klarr, usually with his head bent over a medical dictionary; the wall had human and Klarr anatomical charts, and there was a human clerk putting together the mimeographed pages of a new medical text. We were beginning to shape up. For a long time, now, the Old Man hadn’t been letting them put Klarr and human patients at separate ends of the tents. The idea was, if you were a doctor in the ward, by now you ought to be able to work most of the problems you saw no matter who had them. You’d have maybe one or two Klarr patients in the hospital at any time. It meant something that you’d always have more Klarr than that on the staff, or studying to join it.


Anyway, I showed the dispenser my Special Branch requisition permit, and he punched another notch on the edge of it and gave me a plastic bottle with twenty-five aspirins, and I said thank you and went back out through the tent. There was a supply truck running down to Trenton that would come within twenty or twenty-five miles of this place we were going to. Artel had drawn a couple of bikes from the transport pool for us on his permit and was just lashing them on to the side of the truck. We got in and we rode in the back, on top of a bunch of cases and bags. Artel made a kind of a hump-back pad out of bean sacks for himself and lay down on his stomach. I wedged myself into a nice tight fit where I wouldn’t be bounced around too much, and after a while we took off.




III





The name of the town was Ocean Heights. After the truck dropped us, we moved toward it through some very pretty country, using the Garden State Parkway for a while. We had good gear; Artel’s bike was a Peugeot and mine was a Raleigh, both of than fifteen-speed lightweights with high pressure tires and strapped pedals; they weren’t specially comfortable, but they were very fast on any kind of decent surface, and with all that gearing to choose from, hill-and-dale touring was a snap.


We each had a .22 hunting rifle—the Old Man would have had our hearts if we’d carried anything to kill more people with—and some food, some tools and a water bottle apiece. We looked very technological, and you feel pretty good when you’ve got good gear. So we were both pretty well off in our own minds as we went zipping along, through the pine woods and along that smooth asphalt track. When we cut off and got onto Route 35, of course, we started running into signs of taffy salesman life—lots of roadside stands and one saloon painted DaGlo orange, and a lot of garden tool and outboard motor shops, along with great big discount centers. All of it looked shabby, beat up, and just a shell. There was nothing left in the discount houses but phonograph records, and little plastic pots to raise rubber plants in, and games made by the Wham-O Manufacturing Company. The wind was in off the ocean, and that was all right too.


It started to get dark while we were still five miles away from Ocean Heights. That was the way we wanted it.


We took ourselves a couple of miles farther, and then we cut out up a side road, into the woods. We found a good place to leave the bikes and made a little bit of a camp. It was good getting off the bike. Artel was walking very slowly, and he was leaning farmer over backwards than ever. I didn’t remark on it; I guess I’ve already said that in our own eyes from ten or fifteen years before, we’d all seemed like very rude people. Artel sighed when we were finally able to sit down and lean against something. So did I, I guess.


We sat down close together. Artel had one of those squeeze type flashlights that generates its own power. We put my windbreaker over our heads to muffle the light and we studied the map, laying out a heading for Ocean Heights from where we were. We’d be able to walk it in not much more than a couple of hours. We got our compass headings straight in our heads, and then we were able to come out from under the windbreaker, which was all right with me. One of the reasons Artel and I could work as a team was because I didn’t mind his smell. (That was what I said; actually, I liked it). But not in big doses like this. It was like eating a pound of milk chocolate.


We’d done this kind of thing before; we knew what we were doing. A couple of hours from now, when it was still dark and we could expect most people to be thinking of sleep, we’d get moving, so that by the time we hit the place it would be tight-fast in dreamland. We’d ghost around and find out what we could. Get the lay of the land, figure an escape route and boltholes if we needed them. It sounds like playing Indians, but it’s the kind of technique you work out when you’re dealing with unknown people these days. You can’t even tell in advance sometimes whether they’re humans or Klarri; that was originally why a Special Branch team had to have at least one of each.


We sat in the woods and waited until it was time to move. We didn’t talk much as a rule. For one thing what had happened to Artel’s respiratory system gave him a lot of trouble with breath control. For another thing, life’s too simple to need a lot of conversation. But it was lonely out there, and nightfall bothers me. “Listen,” I asked Artel, “do you think your people will ever find you?”


“Pretty unlikely,” he said after a while. “The volume they’d have to search is mighty big.” After a while he added: “It’d be better if they didn’t. We’d be as deadly now to our home as we were to you.” I could see him smile a little. “We Klarri here have traded too much back and forth with Earth. We’ve become much more like you than like our people.”


He folded his arms with his hands over his shoulders, the way they do. “I don’t see much difference between us, in anything, really. Our machinery may be a little better. But most of us don’t understand it any better than you understand yours. We lose ships, once in a while. We don’t find them any more often than you’d expect. We have to pretend this isn’t so, because otherwise we couldn’t sell tickets to each other.”


“Travel agents about the same any place, I guess,” I said.


He shrugged. “Civilization’s about the same any place. You take a ship from one star to another, and you say to yourself, ‘Here’s something my father couldn’t do.’ It’s true. My father couldn’t infect a world with a population of three billion, either. Nor lose an interstellar passenger ship. And end with only a few thousand survivors from it. And have a whole future to solve.”


He pushed himself down and lay on his back for a minute, with his hands behind his head, looking up. “I’m glad I don’t have to imagine how they’re going to do it.” He didn’t sound particularly worried; well, it wasn’t our problem. I’d heard humans and Klarri talk about things like what’ll happen when we build spaceships again. It’s a cinch they won’t be rockets; they’ll be a lot like the Klarr ships, I guess. But where will they go? Looking for planets where Klarri and humans from Earth could start the same business of living together, or contacting the Klarr worlds, or what? What would happen if we met Klarri from some political faction that didn’t like our Klarri? Well, there are damn fools everywhere, I guess. When the real problems really came, they’d more than likely have some shape of their own, and they’d either be solved or flubbed in some way that was possible to their own time.


“You heard about this new idea?” Artel said cautiously. “There’s some biochemist with a hypothesis. He says that with two or three generations of gene-manipulation, it might be possible to have Klarr- and human-descended compromise people who could breed true with each other. Think there’s anything to that?”


“I’ve heard that. What do I know?” It shouldn’t have, but the idea made my stomach turn. I guess Artel felt the same way.


“It’s an idea,” Artel said, and I could see he didn’t like it any better than I did. But that was one of those things the two of us didn’t have to worry about. And I appreciated what he was trying to do. You try to make as much contact as you can. Probably the Old Man had put us together originally because we were both lonely in the same way. Everybody wants to see a team as good as possible. Just for its own sake; not just because so many of the Klarr ships had happened to hit the Western Hemisphere. Other places, there’d been so few Klarr, I think they killed them all during the pestilence feelings. There were people who talked about national pride being involved; they said a lot of things like that, maybe getting ready to hand the next generation something they could go to war about.


Talk’s all right in its place. Now we’d done some, Artel and I just waited in the woods.




IV





At about ten o’clock we started to slide into the outskirts of Ocean Heights. These Jersey coast towns are all a lot alike. There’s always a highway paralleling the ocean, leaving a strip maybe three miles wide with feeder roads running down to the Atlantic. Follow the feeder road and you find you’re on the main street of some town that was in its heyday in 1880. Right up near the water there’ll be a strip of big Steamboat Gothic summer homes; frame and shingle construction, three, four storeys high, with lots of cupolas, and gingerbread, and maybe even an imitation widow’s walk. Big verandas, hollow wooden columns and lots of etched glass in the ground-floor windows. Some people think that’s a sign of gracious living. I think it just proves how much we wanted mass production.


Closer in toward town there’ll be a lot of stores. Some of them will have bright new cast stone or aluminum fronts, but the buildings are all fifty years old behind them. There’ll be a couple of yellow fire-brick structures, with almost anything in on their ground floors now, that used to be the A & P and the Wool-worth’s. Those moved out to the shopping center back in the 1950’s. There’ll be a couple of movie theaters, and one of them was closed long before the trouble hit the town itself. There’s a Masonic Temple, churches of various Christian denominations, a hotel for little old ladies and salesmen. Used car lots full of stuff carrying ten dollars worth of paint over the salt rust. A railroad track. A couple of television repair stores, and a weekly four-page newspaper dedicated to getting people to shop at home.


On the ocean there are some seafood restaurants, a miniature golf course and a building that looks like a horse barn but in the summertime houses a wheel of fortune and a couple of dart-toss games, with most of the stalls standing empty even in the height of the season. The parking lot for the oceanfront amusements is where the dog track used to be. The boardwalk is falling down everywhere. There are piles and sheets of rusty iron sticking up out of the beaches farther along, where the boardwalk used to reach. The people say it’s the Republican legislators from the inland counties, with their blue laws, that killed these towns. If you approach from the beach, the first thing you notice is the plastic-coated paper from the frozen custard stands. It doesn’t mash up and wash into the ground at all; it just turns gray.


We slid on in through the outskirts. Artel said: “It was bad here.”


Looked like it. There were a lot of burnt pits full of bricks and pieces of charred timber, with dead trees standing around them, where there had been fires. There was all sorts of trash in the gutters, swept in from the fires and the general scraps that blow around and pile up when nobody collects them. The gutters were clogged with odd pieces of wood, tarpaper, sand and gravel. The sewer grates were all choked, and the streets were broken down. Rain water and frost had broken up the asphalt and undermined the cement. Some of the streets had been laid in brick, and they now looked as if long walls had collapsed onto the ground. It wasn’t unless you looked hard, toward the ocean, that you could see the occasional lantern burning and could believe that anyone lived on beyond this mess.


We found only one street that was really open. It had truck ruts in it, with trash smashed down into them, and unmarked sand washed into pools in other places. The last supply run had been a couple of weeks ago, and it looked as if our trucks were the only things that came and went. Once we had found the main drag this way, we moved off away from it and worked our way along the back streets. We came across dead cars, and the weathered tumble-down of barricades. Once I tripped over a shotgun with a broken stock; the wood grainy from rainwater and sunlight, the barrels just tubes of rust. “You’d think they’d have cleaned up the useful things,” Artel said.


“It’s broken.”


“But it could have been fixed.”


“No, not here,” I said. The soil was sand, just one great big bar that the Atlantic had raised over thousands of years of pounding itself up against the rock coast of what were now the northern counties, and you couldn’t raise anything on it but scrub pine. West of the line running from New York down to Camden you were off the interstate highways and main railroads. The only thing you could do with this part of the world was sleep in it and play in it, and sell taffy to each other. We’d passed a horse-racing track coming in. Big looming plant, standing dirty in the darkness. Its parking lots had been full of cars, and there was a smell, originally trapped in all that wet upholstery, that hung in the air. That was as far as they’d gotten—the people trying to get out of the city. They were turned back by the local cops, cursing and sweating, and thanking God there was some place to point to where all those people could go to die.


Farther in toward the town we passed the Women’s Club building—a big place with a phony Grecian front, that the local people had probably tried to make into a supplementary hospital at this end of town. We padded on up the steps, and there were three-year-old bodies right up against the doors, inside. We backed off.


“We won’t find anyone living right around here,” Artel said. Twenty years from now, the Women’s Club building and the cinderblock walls of the bowling alley down the street would be all that stuck up out of the second growth. There’d be trees growing out of the sewers.


We crossed the railroad tracks, and we stood there as if we’d just sat straight up in bed in the middle of the night. The first thing I noticed was the smell of fresh paint. But there was plenty of other stuff to hit you, all at once.


It must have been one of the best parts of the town to begin with. The houses were brick, two and three storeys high. They were all set in the middle of very nice lots, and most of them had those Georgian fronts that spell class. In daylight, we might have seen soot and patches in some of the brickwork, but we didn’t see it now. All the outlines were crisp and sharp; there wasn’t a warped board or a sagging roof anywhere here. There were neat, well located privies in the backyards, we found as we started to move around. The fronts of them were made out of brick and had shrubs planted around them.


It was all like that. The hedges were trimmed. The lawns were like velvet. There wasn’t a chipped place in any sidewalk, nor litter on the grass, or anything.


There were lanterns burning upstairs in two or three of the houses. “What the hell?” I said. There were eight or ten solid blocks of this stuff. All it needed was a wall around it.


“This is way off the supply route,” Artel said. “To see this part, you’d have to do what we did. You notice the trees—how thick they are? I think they even had airplanes in mind when they picked this spot.”


“Listen,” I said. From one of the houses, through a window open to the soft night air, you could hear it: “Bella figlia del amore …”


“What is that?” Artel asked.


“Opera. Somebody’s got a windup phonograph.”


“Or a generator.”


“But no bulldozer to bury his dead with.”


Artel looked back over his shoulder toward the other side of the railroad tracks. “That is different.”


We kept moving, with faint music. There was no other living sound. No night birds, no cats in love, no dogs. There wasn’t any sound of people sneaking through yards. This town didn’t have teenagers who liked to visit each other. All these people were locked up tight in their little clean town-within-a-town, most of them sleeping the sleep of the innocent. The innocent and the healthy.


We worked our way closer toward the ocean. We were only a block away from it. The waves were rolling in to the shore regularly and gently, making the only steady sound we could hear, now that we were out of range of the phonograph. I looked back over my shoulder, and I could see nothing but those few upstairs lights, some of which had been put out since we had gone by. Solid citizens turning in. I thought they were lantern lights. They might have been lightbulbs on low voltage. We were getting more questions than answers out of this town.


We got down to the beach, and we found another dirty fringe—a motel with its windows broken out, a playground with scrub bushes growing up among the teeter-totters and the monkey bars, a flight of wooden steps tumbled down the stone jumble of the sea wall. If you had been going by in a boat you would have never known about that neat little clean patch with its edged flower beds and its unlittered streets.


There was a big, dark building just inland of the playground. Flat-sided and square, it was two storeys high, and the ground floor windows were well over the height of a man’s head, long and very narrow. If this was a war, and the building was at a crossroads, I would have reported it for a bunker. The sign over the doorway said “Ocean Heights Professional Bldg.” The double doors were at the head of a flight of stairs set back and flanked by solid masonry. I could have defended it from the inside with one machine-gun. There was a padlock hanging on the doors, closing a chain looped through the handles.


“There was a gambling casino in Ocean Heights during World War II,” Artel said. He was the one who’d gone through the Old Man’s background file on the town. “It was closed by state investigators in 1947.”


“We’ve found it.” Going by the delicately scalloped, once white-painted directory board bolted to the wall beside the stairs, an architect and a real estate agent had set up offices in it after the space became available. There was no sound in it now, and no lights. But I noticed something, and it made me wonder. I pulled in a deep breath through my nose.


“It’s not empty.” I said.


“I agree,” Artel said. “I have that feeling. And yet I can’t say why.” In the starlight, I could see him shake his head quickly. “It bothers me. It was built to be a hiding place. They might be doing almost anything in there.”


“Let’s look around some more,” I said.


“If you say so,” Artel said hesitantly.


The other thing we found was down at the beach. It was something looming, most of it under the water, the waves phosphorescing weakly against the one side that we could see. It stretched away into the darkness, and its curved sides went up like the biggest dead whale in the world. I could see a long strut extending out over the water at a shallow angle, and the round circle of a landing pad hanging at a crazy angle from the end of it. It was a crashed Klarri lifeboat.


“What happened to the people in it, I wonder,” Artel said.


“They’re in that building back there. Locked up and kept out of sight,” I said. I had smelled them, the scent seeping out weakly through the double doors and God knew how many other barriers inside. “What do you want to do about it?”


It was up to him. They were his people. If he wanted us to go in there and break them out now, I didn’t see any way for me not to help him. Maybe we could get away with it; I wasn’t crazy about the idea of trying to do all that without making any noise, but it was up to him. “Anything you say.”


“Come off it, Ed. We don’t know anywhere near enough about the situation in this place. We haven’t found what we were sent for.” Artel sounded a little mad. He had a right to be. I’d as good as said he wasn’t a team man. I felt bad about having been rude. “Come on—let’s go back to camp,” he said. “We had a plan and let’s follow it.” Artel slipped off into the darkness.


I followed him. We didn’t say anything more to each other that night. We got back to our camp and sacked out.


A team is a little bit like a marriage. I don’t care what anybody says, sometimes it’s better not to talk it out. It makes you feel like hell for a while, but you’ve got an even chance the next morning one or the other of you will say some thing in a friendly way and then the other one will feel relieved and it will be all over.




V





In the morning we went in straight. There’s no point to horsing around. If we’d had things like phone taps, snooper microphones and truth serum to work with, we might have decided on something different. But life’s too simple these days for any of that kind of stuff to be worth a damn. We’d just ask them questions, and then see what their; lies added up to.
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