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    At three in the morning the vidphone rang on the bedtable of Rudolph Balkani, Chief of the Bureau of Psychedelic Research. It rang for a long time before Balkani answered it, though – as so often of late – he had been awake for hours.




    ‘Yes, this is Balkani.’




    ‘I want some information,’ a worried voice on the other end of the line said. Balkani recognised the voice of the Chairman of the United Nations Security Council. ‘I thought we could have a little talk …’




    ‘Make it brief,’ Balkani said. ‘I’m a sick man.’




    ‘Did you hear the ’cast?’




    ‘What ’cast?’ He scratched his bearded chin.




    ‘The alien ultimatum. It came over all the TV and radio—’




    ‘I don’t waste my time with the mass entertainment media,’ Balkani said. ‘What did they have to offer?’




    ‘ “We bring you peace. We bring you unity.” ’




    ‘Spare me the propaganda. I gather they demand the unconditional surrender of Earth.’




    ‘That’s right. But aren’t you involved in developing some sort of new mind-gadget, Doctor? Won’t that stop them?’




    ‘True,’ Balkani said with a touch of irony. ‘But unfortunately it will also stop us. It will, in fact, stop everything on or around this planet which happens to possess a mind.’




    ‘I understood you could render some people immune to it. Say, vital first-line leaders.’




    ‘Not yet. The only defence against it would be the radical psychotherapy I’m working with. If you’d give me a little time and an ample supply of, shall we say, “Volunteers” for my experiments …’




    ‘We’ve got to have it now!’ the Chairman of the Security Council grated. With visible effort he got control of himself; on the vidscreen his image became fixedly tranquil. ‘What do you advise?’




    ‘I don’t advise,’ Balkani said. ‘I’m just the witch doctor in this tribe, not the chief. I make the little voodoo dolls, but it’s your job to decide whether or not to stick pins into them. However, I do have one favour to ask of you.’




    ‘What is that?’




    ‘If you decide to use the thing, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.’ Having said that Balkani hung up, rolled over and continued trying to sleep.




    




    ‘Too unspecialised,’ Mekkis muttered, eyeing the captive human with distaste. ‘However, with a little selective breeding …’




    The Timekeeper fluttered near Mekkis’ ear and said softly. ‘Better start to ready yourself for the meeting of the Grand Council.’




    ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ Mekkis said. His long, slender tongue whipped out and touched a pushbutton next to his couch. At once his dressers came scampering in, twittering excitedly to each other. Mekkis hunched himself up to make the task easier for them.




    He was, like all members of the Ganymedian ruling species, legless, armless, pink and very much like a large worm in appearance. He did not need arms and legs of his own. The creeches constituted his arms and legs; this summed up their purpose in existing. It was for that they had been born, were bred.




    Now they busily slipped him into his finest red-orange formal sack. Nothing but the best for what might well be the most important day of his career in government service. Tiny grooms skittered over his head and set to work combing his extensive lashes, while washers, with their tongues, attended his cheeks. During this he glanced once more at the captive human. Poor creatures, he thought. You should never have called our attention to your presence in the system.




    Mekkis had personally argued against the war. But – now it had been accomplished. ‘Too late for tears,’ he murmured aloud. ‘And it isn’t so bad being a creech. Is it, my friends?’




    ‘No, no, it’s all right,’ twittered the infinitely varied crowd of specialised beings that had gathered around him, making him ready.




    ‘First conquer, then occupy, then absorb. That’s the way it’s done. We’ve already gotten past the initial two phases without too much difficulty … unless I’m wildly mistaken, today we pass into phase three.’ And, he thought, that’s where I come in.




    To make absolutely certain he called for his Oracle.




    Serpent-like the Oracle approached.




    ‘What say you for the future?’ Mekkis demanded.




    ‘For today?’ the precog said. Mekkis noticed with uneasiness that the creech seemed unwilling to prophesy.




    ‘Yes, out with it!’




    ‘The powers of darkness gather for you. It is the day of your enemies!’




    Mekkis licked his lips and said, ‘But after that?’




    ‘More darkness, and greater darkness, and finally, oh my good master, darkness for us all!’




    Mekkis pondered this soberly. The Oracle had advised against the invasion of Earth; hence Mekkis’ own opposition. But the invasion had been a success. There were those who doubted the power of Oracles. Perhaps, he conjectured, the future is unknowable after all. It’s easy enough to utter vague and frightening words that nobody really understands, then later on say, ‘You see? That’s what I meant all along.’




    ‘These powers of darkness,’ Mekkis said aloud. ‘Is there anything I can do to evade them?’




    ‘Today? Nothing. But after that – a slim chance. If you solve the riddle of the Nowhere Girl.’




    ‘What Nowhere Girl?’ Mekkis retained his composure only with great effort.




    ‘My faculty is limited and my vision is fading. But I see something approaching from the future which I find no words to describe. It has the manner of a vast cavity that reaches out to draw us in! Already it is so powerful that it bends the stream of time. The closer you get to it the harder it will be to evade it. Oh master, I’m afraid! I, who have never been afraid before, am now eclipsed by terror.’




    Mekkis thought, There’s nothing I can do to evade my misfortune today, so I might as well go forth and meet it, without flinching or blanching. I can’t control the fates, but I can control my reaction to them.




    With a wave of his tongue he summoned his carriers and started for the Hall of the Grand Council.




    




    On the wall of the Grand Council Hall hung a great clock. All those who belonged to what one might call the Progressive Faction sat on the same side of the chamber as the clock. It was the clock faction that had pushed through the war against Earth. Those who sat on the side away from the clock comprised what one might call the Conservatives. They had, unsuccessfully, opposed the war. It was to this faction that Mekkis belonged.




    When Mekkis manifested himself in the hall with customary pomp he discovered no one reposing on the anti-clock side. Everyone, in entering, had gathered about the clock leaders; Mekkis, lowered to the thick carpet by his carriers, remained inert, stunned.




    But he had already sworn a moral oath to himself. Painfully and steadily he made his way toward his traditional tooth-carved niche on the anti-clock side; there, alone, he took up the formal bent posture and eyed the senile idiots of the bench. And recalled, as he waited, that the expected darkness lay for him at tongue’s end.




    They won the war, he thought to himself, and that gives them the fulcrum to pry the dribbling Electors into ratifying all their future connivances. I, however, will never give in. But – I will not be the order-giver. Only order-carry-outer.




    Seeing him present the Electors at the bench convened this most important session.




    ‘In your absence,’ came the thought from the Mind Group, ‘we initiated the distribution of Terran ruler-ship. Your area awaits you, naturally; you have not been ignored.’




    Mekkis retorted with huge irony, ‘And what bale is left for me?’ No doubt a worthless scrap of a bale, the dregs. He experienced through the union of the Group Mind the collective sardonic amusement of the Common, directed at him; they enjoyed his frustration and impotence. ‘Name me that bale,’ he said, and prepared to endure it, whatever it consisted of, however ignoble.




    ‘The bale,’ the Chief Elector informed him gleefully, ‘arranged for your management, is the Bale of Tennessee.’




    ‘Allow me to consult my reference material,’ Mekkis said, and, by telepathic communication, established contact with his librarian at his residence. A moment later there visually appeared within his brain a full description, itemisation and map of the bale. And evaluation thereof.




    Mekkis fainted dead away.




    




    The next he knew he lay supine in the general chamber of Major Cardinal Zency’s residence; he had been transported to the home of his friend to recover his wits.




    ‘We tried to prepare you,’ Zency said, coiled nearby solicitously. ‘A little splash of brigwater and laut? It’ll clear your head.’




    ‘The pnagdruls,’ Mekkis swore thickly.




    ‘Well, you’ll live many more years. Eventually …’




    ‘A lifetime of work.’ He managed to raise the fore-portion of his body and steady himself. ‘I won’t go. I’ll resign from public service.’




    ‘Then you can never again …’




    ‘I don’t want ever again to enter the Common. I’ll live out my life on a satellite. Alone.’ He felt rotten. As if he had been stepped on by one of the clumsy enormous bipedal lower life forms. ‘Please. Give me something to lap.’




    Presently an obliging staff member of Zency’s domicile placed an ornate, chaste dish before him; he lapped dully, blindly, as Zency watched with concern.




    ‘There are,’ he said presently, ‘unpacified Negroes in that bale. And hordes of Chipua and Chawkta Indians holed up there in the mountains. It’s the bunghole of the conquered realms. And they know it; that’s why they gave it to me. It’s deliberate!’ He hissed with wrath, totally ineffectual wrath. ‘More brigwater.’ He beckoned to a miserably inferior species of household servant. It approached.




    ‘Perhaps,’ Major Cardinal Zency said tactfully, ‘it’s a compliment. The one bale which requires genuine work … the sole area our military failed to neutralise. Now they’ve given up, turned it over to you. No one else wants to handle it; it’s too tough.’




    At that Mekkis stirred. The idea, although it smacked of self-serving rationalisation, roused him slightly. Had he thought of it himself he would have been forced on ethical grounds to dismiss it. But Zency, whom he respected, had advanced it; that took the onus from it. But even so he did not want the task. If the military had failed, how could he succeed? Distortedly he recalled news reports about the Neeg partisans in the mountains of Tennessee, their fanatical and skilful leader, Percy X, who had eluded all the homotropic destruct devices programmed with him in mind. He could imagine himself confronted by Percy X, in addition to the demand from the Council that, as in all other bales, he carry out the customary programme: destroy the local structure of government and create an overall puppet monarch.




    ‘Tell them,’ he said to the Major Cardinal, ‘that I’m sick; I swallowed too large a gork egg and it’s stuck along my digestive tract somewhere. I’ll be lucky if I don’t burst – you know, the way Cpogrb did last year when he consumed – what was it? – four gork eggs at a single sitting. What a sight; pieces of him turned up all over the dining room.’ Memory warmed him momentarily, memory of a fine Common-mind get-together, a fusion for gaiety and pleasure without the compulsion of duty emanating from the core of the polyencephalic mind, the Electors of the Bench and the powerful entities of the clock side of the hall.




    ‘Look at it this way,’ the Major Cardinal said. ‘If you succeed you’ll make your military predecessor look like a fool – will make the whole military faction look like fools, in fact.’




    ‘That’s true,’ Mekkis said slowly. A plan had found its way into his mind. Tennessee was at present a hodgepodge of more or less autonomous feudal entities, each centred on some plantation owner or merchant prince, a condition which had resulted from the collapse of Earth’s central government. It would be Mekkis’ task to select one of these tiny tyrants and elevate him to sovereignty over the entire bale, above all his jealous compeers. No easy task that; no matter whom he picked there would be objections, even hatred, from the others. But what if he picked Percy X? Who else would be more grateful for the authority and thus more docile a puppet? Naturally the merchant princes would cluck frantically, but they would no matter who was chosen; this way perhaps the Neegs and Indians could be pacified and the rulership decided all in one swift act.




    ‘That’s true,’ Mekkis said again, this time with a note of hope in his voice. There was no longer any question of backing out.




    Certainly the prophet on his staff had been right; there had lain something to be wary of directly in his path today. And he had squirmed directly into it, head-on. As usual.




    And, as usual, he saw a solution – to his advantage.
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    The hotel room, second-rate, dirty and dilapidated as it was, managed to cackle in a senile but penetrating voice, ‘Mr Paying Guest, do not attempt to leave without settling your bill at the desk downstairs.’




    Anyhow, Joan Hiashi reflected, it doesn’t have an artificial Southern accent built into its circuit, even down this far in Swenesgard, Tennessee. ‘I was.’ she said with a toss of her head, ‘merely looking out the window. You don’t keep yourself too clean, do you?’




    ‘At the minuscule rates charged for me …’




    Well, that certainly was true. And the hotel still accepted the old UN currency, recalled by the occupation authorities throughout most of the planet. But news of the mandatory currency-redemption evidently hadn’t reached the bale of Tennessee. And that was good, because about all she had brought with her was the familiar, now wrinkled and worn UN bills, plus her pre-war credit cards, a whole pack of them, for whatever they might be worth here.




    And, in addition, her head hurt. The fresh air from outside did nothing to help it: in fact, if anything the air made it worse because it was the stale and flaccid wind of an unfamiliar, inconsiderate foreign area. She had never been in the bale of Tennessee before but she knew how, during the war, it had unglued itself from the national identity, decaying into a self-contained and dreary little state cryptic to Northerners such as herself. And yet, because of her business, she had to be here.




    To the autonomic articulation circuit of the hotel room – feeble, of some crude pre-war design – she said, ‘What can you tell me about the local ethnic folk singers?’




    ‘What’s that, Mr Paying Guest? Repeat your query.’




    She had already told it several times that she was a ‘Miss’, not a ‘Mister’, but it was, it seemed, programmed to use only one form of address. Firmly, she said, ‘This area, the south in general has for a century and a half produced the finest native jazz and ballad singers in the entire country. Buell Kazee, for instance, came from Grinder’s Switch, not far from here. Bascom Lamar Lunsford, the greatest of them all, came from South Turkey Creek, North Carolina. Uncle Dave Macon …’




    ‘A dime.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘If you’re going to interrogate or pontificate you just insert a UN silver dime in the appropriate slot mounted handily at eye-level slightly to your left.’




    Joan Hiashi said, ‘You don’t recognise any of the names, do you?’




    Reluctantly the seedy, deteriorating hotel room admitted, ‘No.’




    ‘One of the first true jazz recordings,’ Joan said, sitting down on the crooked, narrow bed and opening her purse, ‘was grooved by the Brunswick Company in 1927. The Reverend Edward Clayburn singing True Religion. That was one hundred and twenty years ago.’ She took out a pack of Nirvana filter-tip marihuana cigarettes and lit one. They were not the best, but since they were manufactured by the company for which she worked she got them free. ‘I know,’ she continued, after a pause for holding the smoke deep in her lungs, ‘that other more recent – I mean currently active sources – are alive here in this backwater, cut-off, boondock bale. I intend to find them and video tape them for my TV show.’




    The hotel room said, ‘I am dealing, then, with a personality?’




    ‘You might say that. I have an audience of twenty million. And the Bureau of Cultural Control has honoured me with an award for the best musical series of the year.’




    ‘Then,’ the hotel room said sagely, ‘you can afford a dime.’




    She paid the mechanism its dime.




    ‘As a matter of fact,’ the hotel room said, spurred into life by the coin, ‘I have at an earlier occasion composed a ballad of my own. I sing in the style of Dock Boggs. The ballad is called …’




    ‘Hotel rooms,’ Joan said, ‘even run-down ones, are not ethnic.’




    She could have sworn she heard the old hotel room sigh. It was strange. But in fact these machines had become old and worn out, had begun making mistakes; therefore they began to seem almost human. In irritation she punched at its off stud and the garrulous construct wheezed into inactivity. Leaving her, mercifully, to plan her next step.




    The Tennessee hills – controlled by the feral and un-co-operative bands of Neeg-parts; if they wouldn’t do business with the Burgers and the plantations nor with the Ganymedian occupation authority, on what basis could she approach them? Through her reputation? Even the broken and corroding old hotel room, built probably back in ’99, had wanted to get into the act. It was reasonable, then, to suppose that Percy X, too, would like to reach a larger audience. Everyone, after all, had an ego.




    It was too bad, she reflected, that she couldn’t paint herself coffee-colour, call herself a Neeg and temporarily, for her own purposes, join them – not as a prying white potentially hostile visitor but as a new recruit.




    She eyed herself critically in the cracked and yellowed mirror.




    The Japanese blood was rather dilute, unfortunately. It gave her chitin-like black hair and eyes to match and a small, delicate body … but very little else. Perhaps she could pass for an Indian. There were Indians among the Neeg-parts, she had heard. But no, she thought sadly; there’s no use kidding myself: I’m white. And white, to these descendants of the cult of Black Muslims, is white. I’ll just have to play it by ear, she decided.




    From her luggage she took a pair of clinging but warm powder blue nylon coveralls. Sexy but tasteful, and in the latest fashion. She had observed some of the clothing worn by women in this out-of-the-way bale, but even for the sake of protective coloration she could not bring herself to wear such museum pieces. It seemed that the unisexual mode, standard for at least fifty years in the outside world, had not as yet penetrated to Tennessee. This might well be the only spot left in the world where women’s clothing differed from men’s.




    At the aud-phone dangling by only a few of its screws from the wall of the room she dialled the code number of the local taxi service. And then sat waiting, with her recording gear piled beside her, for the ionocraft cab to appear.




    




    I’m still thinking, Paul Rivers told himself early that morning. He then heaved a wistful sigh and rolled over to give his belly the same opportunity to acquire a sunburn as his back had had. Here I lie, surrounded by the silent flesh of my fellow human beings, he said to himself with a trace of bitterness, and my mind goes nattering on, as if I were back at the university lecturing to some slightly dense class of undergraduates. My body is here but my mind – perhaps, students, the central problem of man is that he is never where he is, but always where he is going or where he has come from. Thus, when I am alone I am not really alone. And when I am with someone I am not really with them.




    How, he asked himself almost angrily, do I get my mind to shut its big energetic mouth?




    While lying face up Paul Rivers had kept his eyes closed to protect himself against the brightness of the sun, seeing nothing but the redness of that light, it being still uncomfortably bright as it filtered through his eyelids in lurid, vague, oozing patterns. Now, his face turned away from the sun, he felt safe in opening his eyes.




    The first sight that greeted his disgusted vision consisted of an empty tranquilliser bottle half-buried in the sand. Smell of salt-sea breeze, too; refreshing tang in the aroma of putrid seaweed and expired fish. Listen: the breathing rush of waves, endless birth, growth and death that means nothing. Distant shouts and laughter of the supposedly enlightened and innocent, but actually groggy and drugged; this done by the lethal occupying authority. Taste while you can, he commanded himself, that healthy sand in your mouth; feel it crunch and grind in your teeth. Experience that delightful tickle of sand fleas walking on your baking backside! This, he told himself sternly, is real living.




    He was, however, unable to prevent himself from reading, instead, the label on the bottle. I am, he had to admit, my own most hopeless case.




    A shadow fell upon the still-life of the tranquilliser bottle in the nearby sand and Paul Rivers glanced up. Slowly. He couldn’t place the face; the nipples, however, were familiar. Ah, he now remembered. It was Miss Holly Something-or-Other, the Vice-President of the local chapter of the Sexual Freedom Society. Perhaps in order to avoid the appearance of complete nudity she wore a pair of horn-rimmed, oval-lensed sunglasses. She must be in her late teens or early twenties, he thought vaguely. A little too young for me, possibly, but still …




    Tall and tawny, with Earth-mother brown hair falling loosely to the small of her back, Miss Holly stood over him with a gentle smile on her full, unlipsticked lips and met his gaze with half-closed, fearless eyes. Miss Holly was, he decided, the only good argument he had yet come across for the principles of the Sexual Freedom Society but she was, simply in being as she was, a very persuasive, if not conclusive, one. Without a word she knelt, leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek.




    Her gesture of greeting completed, she wet her lips with her tongue and spoke. ‘Vidphone call for you, Doctor Rivers.’ He noticed for the first time that she was holding in her palm a cigarette-package-sized vidphone. How can this be? he thought. Nobody but the central office knows where I am, and they wouldn’t bother me on my vacation. Puzzled, he took the vidphone and focused his eyes on the tiny screen. It was, indeed, the home office; he recognised the image as his immediate superior, Dr Martin Choate. Because of the 3-D and colour Dr Choate looked like some sort of underworld elf peering up out of an imprisoning box.




    ‘Hello, elf,’ Paul Rivers said.




    ‘How’s that?’ Dr Choate said, mildly startled. ‘Now, Rivers, you know I wouldn’t disturb you if it wasn’t important.’




    ‘Yes?’ Paul Rivers said patiently, in the encouraging voice he had developed from long practice in getting reluctant talkers to come to the point.




    ‘I have a patient for you,’ Dr Choate said, and stopped again, searching for words.




    ‘Who is it?’




    Dr Choate cleared his throat, smiled weakly and said. ‘The human race.’




    




    Dingy, with scaling enamel, once bright green but now the colour of mould, the tattered ionocraft taxi settled into the locking frame at the window of Joan Hiashi’s elderly hotel room. ‘Make it snappy,’ it said officiously, as if it had urgent business in this collapsing environment, this meagre plantation of a state once a portion of a great national union. ‘My meter,’ it added, ‘is already on.’ The thing, in its inadequate way, was making a routine attempt to intimidate her. And she did not enjoy that.




    ‘Help me load my gear,’ Joan answered it.




    Swiftly – astonishingly so – the ionocraft shot a manual tensor through the open window, grappled the recording gear, transferred the units to its storage compartment. Joan Hiashi then boarded it.




    As she made her exit the door to the hotel room opened. A thick-necked, paunchy, middle-aged man, smoking a yellowish cigar, appeared. And said. ‘I’m Gus Swenesgard; I’m the owner of this plantation and I own this hotel and this room says you’re trying to escape without paying.’ His tone was neutral, as if it neither angered nor surprised him.




    ‘You will notice,’ Joan said wearily, ‘that I am leaving behind all my clothes except for what I have on. I’m here on a business trip; I’ll be back in a day or so.’ It astonished her that a Burger, the feudal baron of the whole plantation area which included this town of Swenesgard, would take a personal interest in such a small matter.




    As if reading her mind – and perhaps he was; perhaps Gus Swenesgard was a telepath trained by the Bureau of Psychedelic Research – the sweat-stained, big-footed Burger said, ‘I keep tabs on everything, Miss Hiashi. Like, I mean, you’re the only important, famous-type guest the Olympus Arms has had in months, and you’re not creeping out like a …’ He gestured with the cigar. ‘A worm. On your belly, if you’ll pardon my saying so.’




    ‘Pretty small plantation you’ve got here,’ Joan observed, ‘if you can afford to do that.’ She got out a handful of UN bills. ‘If it distresses your neurotic mind I’ll pay in advance. For six days. I’m surprised they didn’t ask for it at the desk when I registered.’




    ‘Aw,’ Gus Swenesgard said, accepting the bills and counting them, ‘we trust you.’




    ‘I can see that.’ She wanted to get on her way; what did this old idiot have in mind, really?




    ‘Come on, miss. We know you’re a Neeg-lover.’ The man reached out and gave her an overly familiar pat on the head. ‘We’ve watched your shows, my family and me. Always a lot of Neegs on it, aren’t there? Even my six-year-old, Eddie; he said it. “That lady’s a Neeg-lover.” I’ll just bet you’re on your way up to the hills to visit Percy X. Isn’t that right, miss?’




    After a pause Joan said, ‘Yes.’




    ‘Now I’ll tell you what.’ Gus Swenesgard pocketed the bills; they bulged, wadded-up, in his uncreased trousers pocket. The pants had to be at least ten years old; nobody made clothes with pockets in them any more. ‘You may be a Neeg-lover but that don’t mean they feel the same about you. Those ’parts, they’re insane. Like African savages. They’ll mutilate you.’ He nodded his red near-bald head emphatically, with great earnestness. ‘Up in the North you don’t realise that; all your Neegs have missed.’




    ‘ “Missed”?’ She did not know the term; it was obviously one of local use, and perjorative.




    ‘Miscegenated. You know; mixed their blood in with you whites so you’re all contaminated. But down here it’s different; we know how to treat our Toms; we know where they belong.’




    ‘For their own good?’ Joan said caustically.




    ‘They’re happy. They got security. They don’t have to worry about being commandeered for any Gany work camps.’




    Uneasily, Joan said, ‘I didn’t know that the conquerors had work camps.’




    ‘They didn’t take over this planet for nothing, miss. They haven’t begun to requisition labour crews yet. But they will. They’ll take ’em back to Ganymede and make them into what they call “creeches”. I got inside dope on it. But we mean to protect our Toms; they’ve worked for us good and we owe that to them.’ Gus Swenesgard’s voice was unwavering, tough with harshness.




    ‘It’s pointless, Mister Swenesgard,’ came a soft but professionally commanding voice from behind the two of them. Gus turned rapidly, startled, to face the newcomer. So did Joan.




    ‘What … ?’ began Gus.




    ‘She has her mind made up,’ the stranger continued quietly. ‘If you are really so interested in Miss Hiashi’s welfare, it seems to me that the only thing you can do is offer to go along with her. To protect her.’




    ‘I don’t know who you are or think you are,’ Gus said emphatically, ‘but you, mister, are out of your mind.’




    ‘My name is Paul Rivers.’ He extended his hand and Gus, with reluctance, shook it. ‘I sense you’re afraid, sir.’




    ‘Any man with an ounce of intelligence would be,’ Gus snapped. ‘Those Neegs …’




    ‘The Greeks believed, in their more philosophical moments,’ Paul Rivers said, ‘that there was only one blessing greater than a short life, and that was never to have been born at all. In times like these, one can see a great deal of wisdom in this.’




    ‘If you’re so damn philosophical,’ Gus said angrily, ‘you go with her.’




    Turning to Joan, Paul Rivers said, ‘If you’ll allow me.’




    Joan looked at him and felt suspicion. Lean, probably in his late thirties, with touches of grey in his close-cropped, well-groomed black hair, he seemed so calm, so self-confident; he seemed, in fact, perfectly sincere, and yet it struck her as incredible that someone would put his life in jeopardy for nothing, no matter how philosophical he might be. Still …




    ‘All right,’ Joan decided. ‘If you’re nutty enough to come I’m nutty enough to let you.’ No use questioning him, she thought. He could probably lie himself blue and I’d never know it.




    ‘If you’ll wait a moment,’ Paul Rivers said, moving towards the door, ‘I’ll go to my room and get a needle gun.’ He departed.




    And the moment he left the room she changed her mind – violently. The air of confidence which Rivers possessed could only come from one thing. Obviously, he never expected to arrive at the point, the place where danger would threaten him. She thought, Rivers must be someone hired to stop me from reaching Percy. Perhaps to kill me.




    ‘Can I leave now?’ she asked Gus. ‘My taxi says its meter is on.’ Without waiting for an answer she crossed lightly through the open window and into the ionocraft.




    ‘That Percy X,’ Gus Swenesgard called after her, ‘is a psychopath, descended from psychopaths, back to the first Black Muslims. You think to him you’re going to be cute little Joan Hiashi, the TV darling? You’ll be’ – he followed to the window, gesturing with his cigar agitatedly as the taxi door shut – ‘one of those whites who lynched civil rights demonstrators back in 1966. You weren’t even born then, but what’s that matter to a fanatic like Percy X? I ask you; what’s that mean to him – and how many yards of video tape you think you’re going to groove before he …’




    As the taxi door shut Joan shouted, ‘Percy X and I went to college together. Comparative Religion One and Two at the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley, California. We intended to be preachers, Mister Swenesgard. Isn’t that crazy?’ She gave the pedal sign to the cab and it uncoupled from the window.




    Joan could not hear what Gus shouted after her in answer to that. The whoosh of the ionocraft climbing swiftly towards the sun drowned it out. Strange, she thought, that Percy and I are going to meet again under such changed conditions. I’ve been studying Buddhism and he the religion of Mohammed, but somehow, during all the excitement, we have both gone a long way from where we had intended to go.




    ‘He doesn’t want you to go,’ the cab said sourly. ‘But I don’t care. If he revokes my licence I’ll just switch over to another plantation. Like Chuck Pepitone’s. It’s big there; I’ll bet I’d do six times the business.’




    ‘Business is business,’ Joan said, and settled back against the sagging imitation sea otter pelt seat.




    ‘I’ll say one thing for him,’ the cab said. ‘He does take an interest in what’s going on around him. Most of the Burgers are too lofty to do anything but sip bourbon sours and ride horses. Gus, though; he takes the trouble to get me vital parts, hard-to-get parts. I’m sort of out of date, you know, and parts for me aren’t easy to come by. And I always felt he sort of liked me.’




    ‘He likes me, too,’ Joan said, ‘in his own knee-patting way. But I’m not turning back now, just to please him.’ Nor that other man who showed up, she said to herself. That Paul Rivers.




    




    In his hotel room Paul Rivers spoke hurriedly into his scrambler-equipped pocket vidphone. ‘I’ve made contact with Joan Hiashi and she has agreed to let me accompany her into the mountains.’




    ‘Good,’ Dr Choate said. ‘Now as you know, her analyst in New York has informed us that she is a collaborator out to supply the Gany Military with information leading to Percy’s capture. As I explained in your briefing, this is something which we, of the World Psychiatric Association, cannot permit. Percy is a symbol for the human race now, an important ego-identification figure. As long as he continues to resist, so will the mass ego of humanity. Thus, it is vitally important that he continue, or at least seem to continue.’




    ‘What if he doesn’t?’ Paul Rivers asked.




    ‘The latest psycho-computer findings indicate that this would lead to a massive increase in schizophrenia throughout the world, a thorough group insanity impossible to control. However there is one way to avoid this.’




    ‘How?’ Paul Rivers asked. He checked over his needle gun expertly and carefully as he spoke.




    ‘Martyrdom. If he must die, it has to be a hero’s death. The worms know this as well as we do. Our therapists attached to the office of Military Administrator Koli reports that Koli plans to capture Percy alive and have him skinned. The humiliation to the human ego were Percy to be skinned like a mere animal, for some sort of wall hanging, would constitute a traumatic incident of a magnitude difficult to overestimate. This, above all else, must not be allowed to happen.’




    ‘Hmm,’ Paul Rivers said, pocketing his needle gun.




    ‘It’s up to you, Rivers.’ Choate then rang off; the miniature screen faded into an odd little slot of darkness.




    Retracing his steps back down the hotel corridor, Paul Rivers reached Joan Hiashi’s room; he pushed open the door and stepped inside.




    Only Gus stood there. By the window, smiling. The smile alone told Paul Rivers an additional unpleasant fact.




    ‘Mister Swenesgard,’ he said in a low, level voice, ‘you really wanted her to go. Didn’t you?’




    The smile on the fat man’s broad, moon-like face increased. ‘Why, how you talk,’ Gus said. ‘And,’ he added with satisfaction, ‘there ain’t no use trying to chase after her. That broken-down old ionocraft taxi she’s in is the only one available.’
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